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      She’s a famous athlete fighting her way back after an injury. He’s a former Navy SEAL sworn to protect her at all costs. When Aurora Meridian starts receiving death threats, her guarded bodyguard becomes her only shield. As attacks escalate and attraction ignites, they must uncover who’s hunting her—before it’s too late.
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      Tennis kept Aurora’s mind from dwelling on the death threats. She sprinted forward for a low drop shot. Bending her knees, she sliced under the ball and watched it sail back over the net with a wicked spin.

      Her opponent backpedaled and hit a defensive lob.

      Perfect.

      Stretching high, she spiked the ball hard. It whipped past her opponent after striking the back corner of the service box.

      The crowd gave an enthusiastic coo.

      Aurora pumped a fist as she walked to the back of the court and accepted another ball. She ran the toe of her shoe along the white service line, brushing aside red clay. The clay courts at Park Manzanares provided good preparation for her upcoming matches at Roland-Garros. Paris was the next grand slam.

      Forty-love.

      She tuned out the murmuring of spectators. Bouncing the ball twice, she exhaled slowly.

      Jupiter has sixty-seven moons.

      She leaned back, arms extended forward.

      The speed of light is one hundred eighty-six thousand miles per second.

      Gracefully, she bent her knees.

      Hawaii, Ireland, Greenland, Antarctica, Iceland, and New Zealand have no snakes.

      She paused for a second before the motions to serve.

      Sync.

      Aurora took her racket down and rocked back. Shifting her weight forward, she tossed the ball. Her tall, slender body fully extended as she brought the racket through in one smooth motion.

      Ace.

      A wide smile broke across her face as the small crowd clapped wildly. She gave a victory wave to the fans.

      Game. Set. Match.

      A win.

      One-third into the season and she was off to good start. This was the year.

      Her year.

      She could feel it.

      The threats in the mail had escalated because she was becoming a force with which to be reckoned. Perhaps they were a normal consequence of approaching celebrity status.

      She shook hands with her opponent over the net—a Canadian who was ranked thirty spots higher than Aurora. She’d played to the other woman’s backhand as strategically planned. The woman’s forehand power and accuracy were deadly. Aurora’s own forehand was respectable but not as powerful. Her strength resided in finesse, but she had been working on improving her power.

      Ice. Need ice.

      Her ankle begged for relief. What had begun early in the match as a dull ache had progressed to a stabbing pain.

      While exiting the court, she signed a handful of autographs. A man in sunglasses held her gaze a beat too long. She looked away first and shook off the unease.

      With deliberate effort, she avoided the appearance of limping as she made her way with her tennis bag to the women’s locker room. The media didn’t need fodder to start broadcasting her weakness.

      Out of the shadows emerged a tall, lean figure.

      Aurora caught her breath, her heart quickening. “Dr. Ruchkin. Oh my gosh. You almost gave me a heart attack.”

      The aging physician flicked strands of black hair intermixed with white streaks from his face. “My apologies, Miss Meridian.” His low, deep voice with its rich Russian accent echoed in the small corridor. He bowed slightly. “I saw your match had concluded, and I thought I would see if you are in need of my services. How is your ankle?”

      “Fine,” she snapped.

      She’d been edgy since receiving the death threats. He shouldn’t be lurking in shadows like a predator.

      “I have treatment options beyond ice and salves,” he offered leisurely.

      “No, thanks.”

      She knew he was talking about steroids or even growth hormones. He had preached the advantages of building her muscle mass for a stronger game and to prevent injury—something about lame horses and weak ankles. Some players on tour partook of enhancements, but Aurora was leery of putting anything in her body designed to alter its natural composition.

      Not sure if that makes me old-fashioned or new age.
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      Mason Stone sipped his cup of black coffee and looked calmly at Maxine Rider.

      She scrubbed a pudgy hand across her face. “I want you to keep a low profile until this blows over.”

      “Fine. But I’m not accepting probation. None of this goes in my file because I didn’t do anything wrong.”

      I did my job.

      His boss looked around the small coffee shop before dropping her eyes to her cappuccino. “I know, Mason.”

      “She was high.” He tried to suppress the steam on his simmering temper.

      “I already know that. I know it’s bullshit, and that’s why I’m not grounding you. Just moving you to a low-key case. Very dull.”

      “No high-profile celebrities?”

      “No.”

      “Good,” he said gruffly. He disdained working for spoiled, entitled, twenty-two-going-on-sixteen brats with daddy issues and unlimited access to illicit drugs to self-medicate into raging lunatics or comatose corpses. He’d seen enough broken edges behind glossy magazine covers to know fame didn’t protect anyone, but he was at the limits of what he’d tolerate.

      He had been a Navy SEAL, and babysitting was beneath him.

      Maxine slid her tablet over to him. He savored another sip of coffee before thumbing through the electronic file. His eyes roamed the pages.

      He grunted. “Death threats?”

      “Yeah, she’s a low-ranking tennis player on the circuit—WTA. Probably nothing. The FBI is investigating the letters. Her parents have hired us as security while she’s on tour.”

      Women’s tennis professional. He scanned the profile. Professional athlete or not, she could just as easily be on the party scene like the singer from his last case.

      His eyes fell on her date of birth. “Old for a tennis player.”

      “She finished college at age twenty-two before going on the pro tour. She’s been playing all her life. Apparently she was almost somebody six years ago.”

      “And then?”

      Maxine shrugged. “And then she wasn’t.”

      Mason swiped the page to a collage of pictures. Aurora Mercedes Meridian. A lean, fit, blond woman with piercing green eyes stared back at him. Her sun-kissed skin shone radiantly against a white tennis dress. The younger photo of her displayed sharp angles, accentuated by hair pulled severely back in a ponytail. In a more recent photo she seemed softer, more curves. Her blue gown flowed around her like liquid sapphire, while her blond hair cascaded in ringlets down bare, tan shoulders.

      Must be high maintenance, especially with a middle name like Mercedes.

      Skimming the file, he followed the money. The parents. They were financial giants, owning vineyards and restaurants along the West Coast.

      He swiped backward to the most recent photo. There was something in her eyes—not the polished shine of a celebrity trained to pose, but a glint of … hurt maybe? Except she didn’t look fragile. She had a lot of fight left in her.

      So who mailed Aurora Meridian the hate letters? Someone after her, or someone after her parents?

      “Mason,” Maxine warned. “I know that look. I’m not asking you to solve the client’s problem. You just need to keep her safe until it blows over or the Feds solve it.”

      He nodded absently.

      She leaned forward and put a hand on the tablet’s screen, obstructing his view.

      “Mason,” she repeated.

      “Yes, boss.” He looked up, staring past her with a neutral face.

      “Low profile.”

      “Got it.”

      He shifted his gaze and looked at Maxine. She was a thick, older woman, but there was nothing soft about her. As a former Marine, she had acquired a decisive and fearless nature. Maxine had the contacts to hire quality help—former SEALs, Special Forces, and Rangers. She put together good teams. It was no secret Maxine had sunk her entire savings into her security company. She prided herself on never losing a client or an employee.

      Now, thanks to him, she faced the possibility of public disgrace. Instead of taking the easy road—firing him to save face—she stood by his innocence. The accusations angered him, but the guilt he felt at what he was putting Maxine through crushed him. He wouldn’t resign, though. He wouldn’t allow anyone to have that type of power over him.

      “And, Mason?”

      “Boss?”

      “Get a haircut. You look like a blond puppy dog.”

      He ran a hand through his long hair. He’d grown it out to blend in at the rock scene. His last client had told him he looked like a hit man when it was military short.

      “Aw, Max. I didn’t know you cared.”

      “I don’t,” she lied.

      His gaze wandered to the novel she had been reading while she waited for him to arrive. He caught a glimpse of a shirtless man wearing jeans and a cowboy hat before she flipped the book over and put a hand on top. He looked into her glaring eyes.

      “Does she get the guy?” he asked with a wry grin.

      Maxine was a sucker for romance novels—one of her many quirks. She had confessed one night at a company party after a few drinks that a book wouldn’t cheat, lie, or steal. As such, she had decided it would be her only source of trustworthy romance.

      No one on the team knew all of the details, but they had pieced together that her husband had left her when she served in Afghanistan and her son David had blamed her. They were still estranged.

      “Book your flight,” she said, ignoring his question. “The client’s in Madrid at a tournament. You’re joining Billy and Dorian. I’m swapping you and Barry.”

      Mason grunted. Barry’s age and balding head would deter any sexual advancement. He could better handle the rock brat from Mason’s last job without entangled accusations.

      “I gotta book my own flight?” he asked.

      “I ain’t your damn secretary,” Maxine scoffed. “When you earn enough money to pay part of my secretary’s salary or pension or health care, then she’ll book your tickets. Until such time, put on your big boy pants and book your own damn flight.”

      He enjoyed riling her.

      “Economy class,” she reminded him.

      “Yes, boss.” He envisioned his long legs on the overseas flight with his knees bent up to his chest in a tiny seat. International travel packed like a sardine.
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      Aurora sank into the warm bathwater and closed her eyes. She replayed points from her tennis match in her mind, critiquing her movements and strokes as she thought about how to improve her strategy. She would watch videos later, coaching herself on what she should do differently next time.

      Better movement. More fluidity. “Wheels up, Aurora,” her dad would tell her when she was a little girl. She imagined herself as a young girl, flying across the court. Sometimes her body felt airborne, at least prior to her injury.

      Coach Jareh would tell her “fast feet, fast feet.” She missed having a professional coach, but a tight budget prevented such luxuries. She’d been playing and critiquing herself long enough that she usually knew what parts of her game needed improvement and the mechanics of how to improve them. Still, an observant eye could help guide her.

      Her muscles relaxed as the eucalyptus-scented salts dissolved in the water. Closing her eyes, she wanted to bask in the glory of her win today.

      When she opened her eyes a few moments later, she found herself staring at her red-painted toenails. Blood red. Her pulse quickened as she recalled the threats she’d been receiving. Her stalker had said, among other horrible things, that she would die in a pool of her own blood. Death threats. Letters—old-fashioned ones with cut and pasted words. Nothing electronically traceable.

      Aurora’s mouth went dry as her imagination turned her bathwater red. She swallowed and blinked. Normal, clear water surrounded her.

      Taking a deep breath of eucalyptus, she reminded herself that a team of bodyguards hovered one door down from her locked hotel room. They escorted her to and from every match and stood vigilant as she played. They assured her they would keep her safe.

      Meanwhile, the FBI worked diligently to find the stalker.

      Besides, she wasn’t a helpless victim. No easy target. She embodied strength as a fit athlete with a wicked serve. She could put up a fight. Could she win? But could she win—walk away—without a career-ending injury?

      When she exited the bathtub and dried off, she scrubbed the color off her toenails. The sharp scent of acetone replaced the fragrant eucalyptus.

      Pinks and peaches only.

      No more red. Not on her body. Not anywhere near it.
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      Mason knocked three times on the hotel room door before it opened a crack.

      “Billy,” he greeted his coworker.

      “Mason,” the short woman replied. She opened the door wider and snapped her black bob cut out of her eyes with a quick motion of her neck.

      He entered, pulling his luggage behind him.

      “How’s it been?” He took a seat in the hotel room’s lounge chair. He’d walked most of the kinks out of his legs since the plane flight—flights—but still needed to do some lingering stretches. In lieu of that, he rolled his neck in circles a few times.

      “Good. Quiet.” Billy knew he wasn’t asking about the weather; he was asking about the client. “Full three-agent team for tournaments. Two for most outings.”

      “Quiet. I like the sound of that.”

      “It’ll be a nice change from the brat you’ve been babysitting. Don’t get me wrong, this one’s still a princess, but without the drugs and nightlife.”

      Mason nodded solemnly.

      Billy spoke again as she sat on the edge of the bed, her voice dropping an octave. “I’m sorry, man. Max told me about the shit that went down.”

      “Yeah.” He ran a hand through his now shorter hair. He still left a little more length than usual.

      “It’ll blow over.”

      “Yeah,” he agreed half-heartedly.

      Billy was a quality partner, and he appreciated her letting him know upfront she knew he was innocent. It freed him from feeling like he would have to talk about the incident or explain the circumstances.

      Her lips quirked. “It’s those baby blue eyes, you know. They’ll get you into trouble every time.”

      He arched an eyebrow at her.

      “Not with me, of course. I like brains over beauty. But flighty girls can’t control themselves.”

      “Funny,” he said flatly.

      Billy snorted at her own humor before changing the subject. “The exercise routine is pretty intense.”

      “Oh?”

      “Aurora likes to run, and despite the fact that every hotel has a perfectly functioning treadmill, she likes to run outside.”

      He smiled mischievously. “How’d that work out for Barry?” Mason had no doubt Billy could keep up with the client, she was a tight ball of muscle. But Barry⁠—

      “Bike.”

      “Huh.”

      “Well, technically it was an electric scooter.”

      “Ah. That makes more sense.”

      Barry was a tough brute with lightning fast reflexes, a deadly right hook, and good aim with a Smith & Wesson, but a runner he was not. His scrawny legs couldn’t move his large abdomen at anything resembling a brisk walk, much less a run.

      “Where’s the asset now?”

      “Her room. Across the hall.”

      “And Dorian?”

      “One down from here. You’re with him. We’ve got a door cam set up outside her room. Window is sealed, and there’s no balcony. Fire exits are located at either end of the hall, keycard entry only.”

      “Thanks, Billy. I’ll go introduce myself.”

      “Mason?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Fair warning. Whatever you do, don’t call her Prime.”

      He frowned. “I thought Prime was her big tennis nickname.” He recalled the headlines he had read during his Internet research about her.

      
        
        Prime Meridian in line to conquer the French Open.

        Can Prime make it Prime Time?

        Aurora Meridian is primed to win.

      

      

      Billy grunted. “Sure. When she was almost somebody. Then, with the ankle injury, she hit bottom. Now, I think it’s just a reminder of what she never was.”
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      Aurora blinked at the tall bodyguard standing before her. She had been notified of the change, but was not prepared for how different Barry’s replacement would be.

      “Miss Meridian, I wanted to introduce myself. I’m Mason Stone. I’ll be taking the place of Barry Howell.”

      His blue eyes and wavy blond hair made him look like something out of Norse mythology. She instantly grew annoyed at her body’s response—dry mouth, flushed cheeks. She turned away from the open door and busied herself folding her clothes.

      She heard the bodyguard step inside the hotel room and close the door.

      “They told me Barry was being replaced. Something about a high-profile case, so I was like, ‘Thanks for pointing out I’m not a high-profile case.’ I’m somebody’s sloppy seconds—very fitting, I think. But I’m not footing the bill, so it’s not as though I can do anything about it. In fact, I’m going to be quiet about it, because I’m grateful my parents are providing Rider services. I have felt safe with all of you. I don’t want to seem ungrateful.” She pursed her lips.

      Rambling. I’m actually rambling like an idiot.

      “Miss Meridian⁠—”

      “Aurora, please.” She turned and looked at him pointedly. He couldn’t be much older than she. She did not want formal names. She was a tennis player, not an executive.

      “Miss Meridian, I assure you that you are as important as any other client we assist.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him, trying to decide if he spoke honest words or patronizing ones. Somehow it sounded sincere, but it couldn’t be true.

      Fine. He could call her Miss Meridian. It was better than Prime. Besides, if he continued to call her Miss Meridian, then her body wouldn’t do foolish things, like flushing or rambling, when she saw those blue eyes.

      “Barry was cuter,” she stated matter-of-factly.

      … and less distracting.

      Mason smiled.

      Whoa. Those eyes had no business being paired with that smile. She turned back to her folding.

      “I’ve got your daily schedule. I’ll take your morning routines during your workouts, Dorian after that, and then Billy. We’ll keep the same full team for matches, two-man team for other outings—meals and whatnot.”

      Straight to business. She liked his approach.

      She nodded. Far be it for her to micromanage their security detail. She felt relieved to have them.

      She looked at him sidelong. “You read the letters?”

      Mason’s expression turned grim. “Some of them. Nasty threats.”

      Death threats. Horrible, descriptive death threats. Words carved out of magazines like someone had cut them straight from their own rage.

      After the first half-dozen, she stopped reading them. Billy censored her mail now and passed along the threats to the FBI. Aurora used to receive about one threat a month. As far as she knew that was still the case.

      “I stopped asking about them. I guess when they capture the maniac or the threats stop coming, then your team will let me know.”

      Mason frowned.

      “You disapprove?” She moved to the kitchenette and placed a mug of water in the microwave to heat.

      “No.”

      For someone in security and protection, he wasn’t a good liar. “Then what?”

      He pursed his lips before speaking. “You may consider looking through them again.”

      Aurora glared at him, heat rushing up her neck and into her face.

      He continued, “The notes seemed quite personal, and there may be something in the syntax or verbiage that could give you a clue to the origin.”

      She swallowed hard. Her hands shook with anger. “You have no idea what it’s like—to read how someone wants to kill you. To feel the hate seething from them. To have every shadow and sudden movement be terrifying.”

      “No, ma’am, I do not,” he replied, though she sensed he did know fear.

      His eyes flashed a look of pain and empathy. The effect deflated the building chastisement she readied to unleash.

      Very calmly she added, “I’m playing the best tennis of my life right now, and I can’t do that if I’m shaking with fear every time I step onto the court.”

      And this is it. My time is up.

      If she didn’t win now, she never would.

      She fumbled with a tea bag, trying to open it to put it in her cup. She also knew the letters had appeared as she improved and made her comeback. Not a coincidence. She was winning. She was a contender. But who would go so far as to threaten bodily harm and even her life?

      Her whole life had been built on precision, on controlling every swing, every breath. Fear was the one opponent she couldn’t outplay—yet.

      “I’m sorry I upset you.” He took the tea bag from her shaking hands, gently opened it, and dropped it into her mug.

      When she looked up at him, his posture stiffened but his expression radiated sincerity. She hated that he stood so close, not because she feared him, but because her pulse couldn’t seem to choose between panic and…something far more dangerous.

      She shrugged. “Easy to do on this particular topic. Maybe after the US Open I will, but not now. I can’t look at them now.”

      “I understand.”

      Did he? How could he? How could anyone?

      He turned his broad shoulders and walked back toward the door, reaching for the knob. “I’ll see you in the morning,” he said as he left.

      As the door closed, she sighed and swirled the tea bag in the cup of warm water. The scent of orange spice rose into the air. She had definitely not been staring at the backside of him as he left. She definitely did not need any more distractions.
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      Mason unpacked his clothes.

      Dorian Chaplin sat in the hotel room’s chair reading Inferno, the first part of Dante’s Divine Comedy. He was an average-built man in his fifties with chestnut skin. His relaxed demeanor never betrayed his past as a former agent. Mason knew he was a British nationalist with Indian in his genealogy.

      Mason had seen a portfolio of Dorian’s many disguises. The man was a human chameleon. He could mold to all preconceived American stereotypes. With a mustache and accent, witnesses would claim he was Mexican. With a trimmed beard and a prayer bead bracelet, people assumed he was Muslim. Wearing a turban and a steel kara on his wrist, suddenly he was Sikh.

      The mystery was, who had Dorian been an agent for in his previous career? Only Maxine Rider knew.

      “What do you think of the asset?” Dorian looked up from his reading.

      Career-endingly gorgeous. “She’s a paycheck,” Mason replied.

      He knew such a callous statement would offend Dorian’s refined sensibilities. However, after his last client debacle, he wanted to reassure his colleague such a thing was neither instigated by him nor in danger of repeating itself.

      Since he had already managed to provoke Miss Meridian within the first five minutes of meeting her, he had probably thwarted any potential flirtatious behavior.

      He felt remorse for upsetting her, but the inadvertent glimpse it gave him into her character seemed worth it. She was no damsel in distress. She was scared because—who wouldn’t be? But she didn’t crumble and fall apart thinking of the threats. She wasn’t immobilized by fear, which might be the difference between life and death for her if this maniac ever came after her. With celebrities, stalkers often tried to make good on their threats.

      Predictably, Dorian frowned. “I think she’s somewhat lost. A salmon caught between the salt water she’s always known and the fresh water she must swim through.”

      Mason shook his head as he hung up his suit pants and coat in the small hotel room closet. “Did you just compare the client to a fish traveling to lay eggs?”

      Dorian shrugged. “Well, I would compare your last client to a pond-dwelling amoeba, so a fish is quite better.”

      Mason chuckled. He took his toiletry case to the bathroom and withdrew his toothbrush. “How’s Katie?”

      “She’s well. Enjoying her career. Writing. We’re both delighting in this newfound freedom called empty nest. Meanwhile Dia is traipsing around Europe in her gap year before college.”

      Mason smiled around his toothbrush. “How very British of her.”

      “Yes. Not sure if it’s about exploring culture or just escaping obligations.”

      “What teenager doesn’t want to delay obligations?”

      “You didn’t,” Dorian said. “Straight into the military, wasn’t it?”

      Mason shook his head. Dorian knew his background but didn’t share his own. Wouldn’t or couldn’t?

      After toweling off his face, Mason said, “Enlisting was my way of delaying obligation. Once I enlisted, somebody else determined the course of the next several years of my life.”

      “Point taken.”

      “At least a gap year is a shorter and brighter path to delay commitment than enlisting.” Mason took off his shoes and started to stretch.

      “Mmm. Shorter, yes. But you and I both know the darker world lurking out there.”

      “My dark days were in the Middle East. And yours were in . . .”

      Dorian only smiled.

      Mason chuckled. “I’m sure Dia will be fine.”

      One of the door cams blinked red. Motion. For a breath, Mason wondered if it was their threat—until Dorian’s voice murmured, “Just a housekeeper.”
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      Mason woke at quarter to five and dressed in his exercise clothes. He splashed cold water on his face to try to dispel the jet lag. As the new guy on the job, he had been assigned to Aurora Meridian’s early morning routine. He didn’t mind. Exercise had been difficult on his last job with so many late nights. His focus sharpened when he was able to work out routinely.

      He slipped on his earpiece and left Dorian sleeping as he exited the hotel room.

      At five in the morning when Aurora opened her hotel door, Mason stood in the hallway, waiting for her.

      She blinked at him. “Timely.”

      He lifted his sunglasses to look at her.

      “If you cut your hair shorter, you’d look like a thinner terminator in those shades,” she said, slipping on her own sunglasses, which were a futuristic version of a wraparound eye shield.

      An inadvertent quirk escaped his lips.

      She sighed. “I know. Cat, meet kettle. Laugh it up, big guy. My sponsor requires I wear these in public.”

      They walked toward the elevator as he dropped his sunglasses back on his nose.

      “You get paid to wear sunglasses?”

      “I get paid to wear ugly sunglasses that make me look like a cyclops,” she clarified, but there was amusement in her voice overlaying the irritation.

      Mason suppressed a laugh but didn’t dispute her statement. Her hair was pulled severely back in a ponytail and the dark wraparound bands accentuated some of the sharper angles in her face, shoulders, and arms.

      More cyborg than cyclops, he thought.

      As they exited the hotel, Aurora wasted no time starting her jog. He fell in beside her, matching her pace.

      The air wafted with the scent of baking churros and steaming espresso. Spanish bluebells and red carnations adorned the storefronts.

      Aurora picked up speed after the first half mile. Mason fell a few paces behind her. From this vantage point, he could see nothing but curves.

      Focus, you moron. He picked up his chin to resume surveillance of the surroundings.

      A delivery truck rumbled too close to the curb, and Mason subtly shifted his body between Aurora and the street. Reflex, not flirting — and Aurora gave him a grateful nod.

      After a five-mile loop, Aurora slowed to a walk, and Mason caught his breath. She labored a bit to breathe as well, and he suspected she had pushed hard to test him.

      Not a problem. He would accept a physical challenge any day. Already he liked this job. Well, he liked the moments when she wasn’t smiling or trying to be friendly. Uncomfortable moments. He needed to guard against too much familiarity. Last time, a false accusation had nearly destroyed his career. He didn’t intend to give anyone that chance again.

      He escorted her to the gym where he inspected the room. One entrance/exit point. With keycard access only, he didn’t have to worry about a non-guest gaining easy entry.

      He spoke to Billy in his earpiece. “Billy?”

      “What’s your twenty?” she asked.

      “Hotel gym. All is good.”

      “Copy.”

      Aurora began a series of stretches.

      Mason watched the door.

      “You should stretch after a five-mile run,” Aurora commented.

      He looked around the empty room and nodded. Staying near the door, he began a series of hamstring, quadriceps, and lower back stretches.

      She had taken her sunglasses off, but he left his on over his eyes. Because she seemed to think the glasses made him unapproachable or intimidating, leaving them on would maintain the appropriate professional distance. Unfortunately he could tell she wasn’t looking at his face as he stretched.

      She finally seemed to notice she was staring at him. Her expression became one of annoyance as she selected a nearby weight machine for strength training, facing away from him.

      Annoyance at him or herself? It didn’t matter. If she felt any physical attraction toward him, she obviously had no intention of entertaining it.
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      Aurora dressed and dried her hair after a shower. She opened her laptop to work alone in her room when her phone rang.

      She clicked it on speakerphone. “Mrs. Rider?”

      “Please, just Maxine. I am checking in on you since I changed your team.” Her gravelly voice came crisply through the phone.

      After the first time she’d talked to Maxine Rider on the phone, Aurora had to try to find what the woman looked like. Her company website didn’t have photos of her or any employees. An internet search turned up an old Marine photo, but Aurora suspected the woman, now in her fifties with a rough voice and direct speech, no longer looked like the rosy-cheeked, bright-eyed girl in her twenties.

      “Yes, I met Mason Stone. He seems . . .” she struggled. “Gruff. No, stoic.”

      The word felt too clinical for him; she suspected the emotions were there, just buried deep,

      Stony on the outside. Stormy on the inside.

      “Long flight,” Maxine suggested in a tone that indicated she catalogued rather than dismissed Aurora’s observation.

      “Of course.”

      “Team dynamics may change, but protocols won’t. The important thing is you feel safe at all times. Stoic Mason is very good and quite analytical despite being a man of few words . . . and an occasional pain in my ass.”

      Aurora stifled a laugh. Was a woman of Maxine’s position supposed to be so blunt? Aurora had only spoken with Maxine a few times, but she always got to the point, embellishing only with a few choice curse words.

      “I feel safe,” Aurora assured her. “But I don’t foot the bill. Don’t you want to talk to my parents?”

      Maxine grunted. “Honey, you’re who we’re protecting, so your opinion about how safe you feel is the opinion that counts.”

      “I feel protected. A little caged, but safe.”

      “You’re winning.”

      Aurora smiled as she shaded in the leaves of a rose she was designing on her laptop. “I am, aren’t I?”

      “Keep kicking ass.”

      “I fully intend to.”

      “You’ve got my number if you need anything.”

      “Yep.”

      “Even if you need me to adjust any members of your team.”

      Aurora tried to imagine how the tough, former Marine went about adjusting her employees. “Yes.”

      When she hung up the phone, a knock sounded at the door.

      “It’s Mason. If you’re on the phone, I can come back.”

      Aurora opened the door. “It’s okay. Maxine called.”

      As Mason entered the room, it seemed to shrink in size with his presence, warm and solid.

      “Max called you?” his voice filled with pure astonishment.

      She walked back to her computer to save her work. “She said she was checking up on you. Wanted to know if you’re behaving.”

      His face drained of color as his Adam’s apple bobbed in a nervous swallow.

      “I’m kidding,” Aurora said.

      Wow, Maxine ran a tight ship. The former Navy SEAL quaked in his boots.

      “She called to ask how I am,” Aurora explained.

      His stiff posture relaxed only slightly. “Max called you,” he repeated himself.

      “Is that so strange?” She lifted her tea mug up and took a sip.

      Ugh. Cold.

      She set it back down on the table.

      “She doesn’t usually call clients beyond the initial interview and team installation.” He picked up her mug and carried it to the kitchenette where he stuck it in the microwave.

      Aurora could see Mason’s mind churning. He seemed worried their conversation had been about him. Was he in some kind of trouble?

      “She told me once she has a son my age. Maybe she likes me.”

      “She must,” he agreed, his tone still baffling her.

      “You’re so surprised she would chat with me?”

      “Chat and Max have never been used in the same sentence before this moment. I am surprised she would chat with anyone.”

      “Tough women need friends, too.”

      Mason gave her a considerate look as though contemplating if she referred to Maxine or herself.

      Probably both.

      He brought her warmed mug of tea out of the microwave and handed it to her.

      She accepted and sipped.

      “Did you design that? It’s beautiful.”

      She glanced back at the unfinished digital rose. More shading would create the appearance of light shining from the side.

      “Post-professional tennis career plan. We can’t all make a hundred million in prize money like Djokovic.”

      “I guess the rest of the world doesn’t reflect much on second careers of professional athletes.”

      “Well, if you’re a Williams, Sharapova, Clijsters, Graf, or Davenport, then you’d make enough prize money that your second career can be an afterthought. The rest of us have to make plans.”

      “Your plans are graphic design?”

      Although he asked, she suspected he already knew.

      “I want to run my own design company someday.” She sipped her tea.

      “You have your parents’ ambition,” he observed with a twinkle in his eye.

      “Some tennis professionals go on to coach, others become commentators, and others model. Some extend their tennis careers to the senior tour. Others are entrepreneurs.”

      “It seems you would be able to do any of those.”

      Surely he didn’t know her well enough to know the expansiveness of her capabilities. However, he made the statement with such authority that she wondered how much information resided in a Rider SI client profile. She recalled signing a waiver about them invading her personal privacy. Anything electronically stored would be explored. Basically, that was her whole life.

      Mason seemed to appraise her, as though considering each of those career choices for her.

      Heat crept into her cheeks, thinking of him imagining her as a model.

      He straightened as though he suddenly realized he had been too freely conversing. The tone of the conversation had been casual, but his body language now conveyed they were finished.

      She set down her tea cup. “I assume you didn’t come to warm me up—to warm up my tea.”

      Ugh. Freudian slip.

      His ears reddened as he cleared his throat. “I want to review your schedule tomorrow. You’ve got tennis practice. Billy suggested you might want to grab a nice lunch after practice.”

      “Oh! Cafe Melo’s. They have this huge sandwich called a zapatilla. It feeds two people, and it’s so good. And it’s in my budget.” She hesitated. “There is usually a long wait, though.”

      “I’ll stay for practice, and Billy can pick up takeout. We don’t want to take you into a crowd.”

      She nodded, curbing her disappointment. The atmosphere of quaint and popular local spots was part of the allure, but she would have to trust the experts.

      Safety trumps fresh zapatillas.

      

      With the schedule reviewed, Aurora watched Mason leave. This time she didn’t stare at his backside… for quite as long. The small hotel room inflated large and too quiet without his presence.

      She called her friend, Monique Johnson.

      “Mercedes, it’s the middle of the night over here.”

      “And you work the ER night shift, so suck it up, MoJo.”

      Her friend sighed. Aurora wasn’t sure if the exasperated noise stemmed from her comment or the nickname MoJo, which she didn’t love. She’d used Aurora’s middle name, though, so she’d ask for it.

      “Slow night?”

      “Yeah.”

      She knew the nurse practitioner liked to stay busy. Slow nights were agonizing for her.

      The women had met at the Mid-Atlantic Women’s Tennis Championship in D.C. several years ago. At the time, Mo was attending school to become a nurse practitioner and had been doing volunteer work as a medic at the tennis matches. Aurora had needed a rewrap on her ankle. They struck up a friendship. Mo was the first friend she had made after her fall from near success. She was the only person who had never known the blonde, brat tennis queen—Prime Meridian.

      Aurora had explained to Mo that after her ankle injury she applied for protected leave for her injury. She came back the following year, which had probably been too soon. Her ranking in the Women’s Tennis Association plummeted. Mo had faith Aurora would fight her way back to the top.

      Unfortunately, Mo’s current career had her confined to the bowels of a New York emergency room, so they mostly kept in touch by phone and text.

      “How’s life with bodyguards?”

      “Confining.”

      Mo let out a chirrup.

      “What about that one guy, Baldy? Is he still on a motorized bike to keep up with your run?” She chuckled as though envisioning the scene.

      “I got an upgrade.”

      “Mysterious much? Do go on.”

      “He can keep up.”

      “Your tone implies he can keep up with more than just a run.”

      Aurora sighed. “I bet he could.”

      “Oh, really?”

      Had she said that aloud?

      She swallowed and tried to keep her voice neutral. “Well, he’s former Navy SEAL. He makes me feel…protected,” she admitted softly. “Which is ridiculous, because that’s literally his job.”

      “Playing with fire to have a crush on your SEAL bodyguard,” Monique observed.

      “It’s not a crush, and I would never⁠—”

      “I know you wouldn’t.” Her interruption conveyed disappointment rather than admiration of character.

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means you’re a sexy woman in her prime who has closed herself off from men and hasn’t dated since the Fisk fiasco. So, I know you wouldn’t do something as carefree and reckless and cathartic as date your bodyguard.”

      Aurora bit her lip to remain silent. Compliments and insults were so woven into her friend’s words that she didn’t know how to respond.

      “How is your night going?” Aurora asked, hearing the sound of fingers on keyboards and hospital machines beeping in the background.

      “I’m staring at an x-ray of woman who inhaled a pushpin.”

      “That sounds awful.”

      “She was tacking up a poster in her daughter’s room with the pushpin between her teeth. She laughed at something her daughter did and whoosh—down the trachea and into the right lower lobe it went.”

      Aurora’s mouth gaped open. “Oh my gosh. I put bobby-pins between my teeth all the time when I’m fixing my hair.”

      “The dangers we never consider,” Mo said sagely.

      Aurora gasped. “What are you going to do about it?”

      “I need to arrange transport to Beth Israel. They have interventional pulmonologists who can fish it out of her lungs.”

      “What if they can’t get it out?”

      Mo’s tone turned grim. “Lobectomy. That means surgically removing a lobe of her lung.”

      “Surgery for a pushpin?”

      “Hold on a sec, let me take this call from the ICU intensivist.”

      A pause was followed by Monique talking to someone else on another line. “Fifty-four-year-old with pneumonia and ARDS. Hemodynamically stable. I’m having trouble with oxygen despite generous amounts of sedatives and analgesics. You okay with paralytics —cisatracurium?”

      Another pause.

      “Of course. Sedatives with cisatricurium. Okay. Bye.”

      Mo gave a tsk of irritation. “Sorry. I’m back,” she told Aurora.

      “What’s ARDS?” Aurora had no interest in joining the medical workforce, but she loved listening to Mo’s stories.

      “Adult respiratory distress syndrome—ARDS—is a severe form of acute lung disease. It has a high mortality rate—especially if I can’t adequately oxygenate him. Regardless of the many causes of ARDS, when it’s so severe that the patient has low oxygen levels despite life support on a breathing machine, I have to use heavy sedation to keep the patient’s body and the ventilator synchronous. If those efforts don’t improve oxygenation, I have to paralyze the patient eliminate all voluntary muscle movement, thus reducing extraneous oxygen consumption to conserve it for vital organs.”

      “So, why did you sound irritated with the doctor?”

      “He told me to be sure to keep the sedatives going when I start the paralytics. Of course I’ll keep the sedatives going. No self-respecting medical professional would infuse paralytics without sedatives. Such an oversight could mentally traumatize someone.”

      “Yikes.” Aurora shuddered as she thought of being rendered immobile and subjected to life support with no medication to blunt the discomfort and intrusiveness of the procedure.

      “Anyway. You found my hot tennis toy yet?” Monique said.

      “Um . . .”

      “Honey, my future husband may be out there on your tour. I’m counting on you to set something up.”

      “Right. When I’m not up at 5:00 a.m. running or doing yoga, when I’m not playing tennis, and when I’m not hiding out in my hotel from death threats, I will work on finding your future husband.”

      They joked about it, but Monique had lamented to her on more than one occasion the difficulty in finding a romantic match as a professional black woman who also worked the night shift.

      Monique gave a tsk. “I know you’re sightseeing and lounging in cafes. You can make time for me.”

      “I promise to hone my matchmaking skills.”

      “That’s more like it. Now, I gotta go. I’ve got a couple of critical patients to check on.”

      After the call ended, the room felt too quiet again. Too still. She checked the deadbolt twice before focusing back on her digital artwork.
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      The woman cursed as she sat hunched over a desk. The damn glue kept sticking to her gloves. She had to wear gloves because any pridurok knew crime detectives would test the letters for DNA. She knew that from American TV shows. What she hadn’t known was that some gloves were filled with talc powder, which made a mess of her manicured hands. Also, the gloves stuck to the glue, making the process of adhering the letters to the paper more cumbersome.

      Nevertheless, designing and creating the letters gave her a sense of accomplishment. She felt like she was playing in art class. Instead of painting or sewing, she forged letters.

      Lovely little notes for lovely little Aurora. California girl with her California tan. Hadn’t those American Beach Boys wished we could all be California girls?

      She rolled her eyes.

      Smeshnoy. Ridiculous.

      She gazed at her latest composition. She grinned with satisfaction, imagining a frightened Aurora, shaking with the letter in her hand. The little brat just needed a nudge—a reason to lose. The threats were hollow, of course, but Aurora wouldn’t know that. Once she quit tennis, the letters would stop. Then, the wine heiress could go back to her boring, simple life.

      Alone.

      The threats were hollow, of course. She wasn’t actually going to hurt Aurora.

      Not yet.

      A shiver of excitement ran down her spine, and she forced it away.

      Lights out, Aurora Borealis.
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      Mason accompanied Aurora on a lighter routine. After sunrise yoga in the park, they went back to the hotel gym for lower body weights.

      The morning yoga had been peaceful as the sun slowly crept over the horizon. There were so few people out at that hour, keeping the perimeter clear was easy. He mostly walked in circles around the park, scanning for threats and occasionally glancing back at Aurora.

      Now they were confined to the gym, alone together again. He busied himself with weights as well, but thought casual conversation would break the silent tension he felt after watching her bend and lean and stretch all morning.

      “How young were you when you started tennis?” he asked.

      “I’m told I picked up my first racquet at three. Lessons started at five.”

      “Did you always know it would be a career?”

      She adjusted weights on the machine and started new repetitions. “Early on my parents pushed pretty hard. I think they saw talent and latched on without thinking of the consequences.”

      “Consequences?” He frowned.

      Her green eyes saddened. “A little girl training all day and not having normal playtime and normal playdates.” She looked at Mason and then smiled mischievously. “By the time they’d realized what they’d done—the monster they created—I craved the win. I had to have it. I had to mow down the competition. They stopped pushing me, but it didn’t matter because I kept pushing myself.”

      Mason swallowed hard, as memories of driving himself to be physically harder and intellectually better flooded his mind. He’d been consumed with self-driven egomania in his twenties. He’d been indifferent to who he knocked down—or killed—on his mission to be a super-soldier.

      Aurora continued, “I was a self-centered brat for a long time.”

      Mason’s eyes crinkled in amusement.

      “That’s funny to you?” Her voice became tight.

      He turned toward her unapologetically. “Only because I can relate. I spent most of my twenties trying to be better, faster, and smarter than all of the other soldiers.”

      “Makes for good medals, but not many friends.”

      He blinked at her. “Yes, exactly.” For a moment, he saw the same ruthless ambition he’d once wielded reflected back at him.

      She walked to a wall and started a low squat.

      Mason backed up next to her. He slid down to her level, his back flush against the wall. He lowered himself another inch.

      She cracked a smile and brought her back even with his.

      His eyes sparkled with enjoyment.

      “Still competitive much, soldier?” she asked.

      “No more than you.”

      The minutes ticked by until their knees shook and the burning spread up and down the muscles in their legs.

      “Truce?” Aurora grunted.

      Mason nodded. He pushed himself off the wall and offered Aurora a hand to stand. She accepted and stood.

      He watched her legs wobble unsteadily, so he held both her hands until she gave him a nod. Her fingers were smaller than his, but her grip was strong. Too easy to imagine what those hands felt like wrapped around his shoulders, pulling him closer⁠—

      Releasing her, he shut down his thoughts. He was a professional dammit. Taking a step back way from her took more effort than it should have.

      They left the exercise room.

      “Billy tells me you’re a former Navy SEAL.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Did you like it?”

      He pushed the elevator button. “I liked the challenge. I like knowing the things I did saved lives.”

      “And when your term ended, you went to work for Maxine?”

      “Yes. I was a SEAL for six years. Total military time served was twelve years.”

      “Is that a standard service?”

      “Service is variable. Some guys make a career from it after leaving, and others retire at the twenty- or thirty-year mark.” Images of his friends filled his memories—brothers by bond, not blood. Some never had the chance to decide to stay military or go civilian. The ultimate sacrifice.

      When his eyes focused back on Aurora, she shrunk into the elevator looking stricken.

      Her voice flowed like a whisper on the wind. “I didn’t mean to stir memories.”

      “It’s okay.” After he left the SEALs, the next year of his life was plagued with guilt. He’d finally relinquished his demons. He had ensured his stability was in check before returning to meaningful employment. Aurora needed to know a competent soldier protected her, not a wreck at the mercy of his past.

      He eased his expression into a smile. “It’s important to remember those who sacrificed themselves. Just because memories can be unpleasant for the living doesn’t mean we eliminate them.”

      She appeared to relax at his words.

      “Do you have friends who are in or out?”

      “Both.”

      When the elevator doors opened, they walked down the hall to her room.

      “Are others in private security?” She fidgeted with her key card.

      “Some. Others contract with the government. A good friend of mine owns a gun range.”

      Too soon they returned to her room, and the conversation halted for him to perform his inspection.

      He finished and dismissed himself.
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      Aurora flopped onto her bed after her shower, thinking of Mason’s friendly behavior and the way his warm, calloused hands had wrapped around hers when he’d steadied her trembling legs after the wall squats.

      He was her bodyguard, not a friend. Not…anything else.

      Her mind shifted to tomorrow’s game. Quarterfinals. She hadn’t gotten this far since her injury. For years she hadn’t reached a major. She’d played in small-town America, sleeping in motels and gagging on what passed as a continental breakfast.

      The international games were particularly costly with arduous travel, confusing airports, and languages she didn’t know. Back at her career prime when she had big sponsors and money, a first-class plane flight followed by rented car ride to a first-class hotel passed seamlessly. Now, sometimes funds were so tight, she shared taxis and rooms with other tennis players, women united and struggling to rise to the next tier. Her pride prevented her from asking her parents for travel money.

      She’d descended from arenas with thousands of spectators and internationally known sponsors to small, half-filled bleachers in events sponsored by the local bank or used car dealership.

      Obscurity. Swallow that porcupine of a pill.

      Initially life had been a lot of lonely nights, a lot of self-soothing. At least until she dispensed with the self-pity. Amidst those lonely nights, when she stopped moping long enough to perform detailed self-examination, she gained a new clarity.

      She remembered what she’d been like during near stardom. She’d felt the unequivocal sensation she deserved to win. She’d worked, slaved day after day, and sacrificed everything when girls her age frolicked to movies, pursued advanced college degrees, or started families.

      She deserved victory.

      The reality, she understood later, was she was no different than the hundreds of young women tennis professionals killing themselves for the same prize. The brutal sport taxed the body to the extent most players were finished by age thirty—finished with their entire life’s work and they still had two-thirds of their life left.

      Everyone had to consider a backup plan—some had clothing lines, perfumes, or ties to acting. Others were ready to be full-time moms. Future plan development required a brave disposition because one had to admit one’s entire identity was going to be scrapped, or at least relegated to a few plaques and trophies on a display case.

      All of these women had to start from scratch—start anew. An inevitable new beginning to an inevitable ending. Everyone had to plan for the new beginning without ever knowing if the preceding end would be marked with glory or failure.

      Aurora had a post-tennis plan now. Well, her graphic design business entailed a work in progress.

      Her phone rang.

      “Hi, Mom.”

      “Aurora, how is practice going?”

      “Going well.”

      She sat up in bed and idly flipped through a stack of magazines Billy had brought her. “I’ve been working on your new wine label. Should be done this week.”

      The wine was a fruity zinfandel, and her mom had wanted a feminine label. Aurora experimented with a pink high heel, adding sparkling rhinestones.

      Who doesn’t drink fruity wine in six-inch pink heels?

      Her mom launched into details of the marketing platform. Basically, she targeted lonely, thirty-year-old women. Did she stop to consider she was referring to her own daughter?

      Aurora listened as she flipped through a fashion magazine. Her eyes froze on one of the clothing models.

      Natasha Bodrov.

      Lean and catlike, her long legs filled most of the page as she wore a skimpy black dress. Her full, red lips were pouting and unsmiling. She never smiled in any of the photos Aurora had seen. Because she didn’t know how or because she lost all appearance of sensuality with a smile? Aurora liked to imagine Natasha’s smile emerged more like a sneer, so the woman had to keep it contained.

      A sneer would fit her personality. Aurora had learned through friends—reassuring her about her breakup with Jimmy Fisk—that Natasha behaved like an entitled tsarina, terrorizing everyone on the photo shoots. She treated her own agent like garbage. Surely, she would be no different toward Jimmy—a thought that made Aurora smile.

      A match made in cold Siberian hell.

      Seeing Natasha reminded her of the relationship she had once thought she needed but had since been freed of. It also reminded her that freedom was lonely. The tour was lonely. Mix in the extra isolation of limited public exposure due to death threats and the desolation crushed her relentlessly.

      “Aurora?”

      “Yes?” She snapped back to the present phone conversation with her mom and closed the magazine.

      “I said, do you like your security team? Maxine told me they made some changes.” Her mom’s tone was casual, but Aurora heard the unspoken anxiety beneath it. We paid enough, are they good enough?

      “Mason.”

      She thought of him watching her. Those blue eyes missed nothing. He was like a vault—rarely did she glimpse the interior. Through those glimpses, she could imagine what he would be like off the job.

      “Mason?”

      “Mason Stone,” she added quickly. “He was a Navy SEAL. Very organized.”

      What had her mom picked up on in her use of his first name so casually? Simultaneously he made her feel safe and want to throw caution to the wind.

      “They’re a great team. You picked a good security service. Rider SI seems to know what they’re doing.”

      Rambling again, Aurora.

      She tried to dampen the images flipping through her mind—Mason’s mouth in a quirk, his intoxicating eyes. She’d seen a deep and distant sadness when he thought of his teammates, as though standing alone on an iceberg staring into an azure ocean of memories. She had wanted to extend a hand of comfort, which would have been completely inappropriate. He was her bodyguard, and they hardly knew each other. Instead, she had retreated into the corner of the elevator.

      “Okay. Well, good luck tomorrow.”

      “Thanks, Mom.”
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      Aurora finished her usual pre-game routine—warm-up, stretch, and review of fast facts. Handy fast facts during the game kept her focused. Without them, she would start analyzing the game even as she played it. Her mind would subsequently interfere with her shots.

      She headed to the court, ready and sharp.

      Her Spanish opponent, Ana Sierra, would not be an easy conquest. She skittered across the court with ease and unwavering stamina.

      Ana’s black hair streaked up and away from high cheekbones. She wore a power red outfit, the same one she had worn during her last commercial for her sponsor—a luxury watch company. They made classy, expensive watches, not cheap, clunky sunglasses.

      Ana won the coin toss and took first serve.

      Aurora walked to the baseline, turning her racquet in her palm.

      Ostriches can run faster than horses.

      She took a wide stance at the baseline as she watched her opponent bounce the ball.

      Elephants can smell water up to three miles away from them.

      The first serve came hard and fast, just wide. When it did land in the service box, returns would be tricky.

      The second serve kicked high, but Aurora managed to push it back over the net deep into the other side of the court.

      As the points played out, Aurora found she had more power than the small woman, but Ana possessed phenomenal accuracy. She got her racquet on every ball Aurora drove at her. The return shots landed on the white boundary tape at every angle imaginable.

      Aurora conquered the first set, but lost in the second.

      At the break between sets, she did a mental assessment of her body. She was not too fatigued going into the third set. She flexed her arm and leg muscles—still loose. Mercifully, her ankle barely throbbed with discomfort.

      They battled far into a third set and tied. Aurora felt her focus slipping. She reached for her fast facts, but only found the ones she had learned about stalking.

      Half of stalkers commit acts of violence.

      Celebrity stalkers are the most unstable.

      Was she a celebrity?

      The sun shrank behind the stands, and half of the crowd watched the match in shadows. She couldn’t see their faces. She couldn’t read their expressions. Could her stalker be among them, plotting her demise?

      Glancing back at the entryway to the court, she saw Mason standing in his navy suit and sunglasses. Billy would be somewhere in the crowd.

      I’m safe, she reminded herself.

      After a grueling three hours, her concentration shattered. She lost the tiebreaker. She shook hands with Ana Sierra, walked to the side of the court, and packed up her bag.

      Aurora signed a few autographs and then left with Mason at her side.

      In the depths of the locker rooms, she stretched, showered, and emerged to go back to the hotel.

      “You played well,” Mason commented.

      “Thanks. Maybe I should be upset after having been up a set, but I feel like I’ll do well in Paris if I play that good. Surprisingly, I’m not mad about it. She played the best game of her life and deserved the win. I lost focus in the end.”

      Rambling again.

      This annoying behavior seemed to manifest only with Mason or while thinking about him.

      “Any reason?” he asked.

      “I started thinking about those damn death threats and wondering if my stalker was in the stadium.”

      He fell quiet again. She wondered if he thought she blamed him since he brought it up the first day they met.

      “If you want to confront the letters, you don’t have to do it alone,” he said.

      She glanced sidelong at him as he led her to the car where Billy would be waiting. The quiet conviction in his voice warmed something in her chest, and she had to remember that, despite his reassuring tone, what he was proposing wouldn’t be a pleasant experience.

      She sighed heavily. “Talk to me about it after Paris. Let me get through the major first.”
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        Madrid. May 8th. Aurora Meridian is a name almost long forgotten in tennis. After an ankle injury wiped out an entire season, she spent two years clawing her way through entry-level tournaments, unable to reach a single major.

        Die-hard fans have been tracking her slow, stubborn rise in rank. Last year she finally fought her way through the qualifying rounds of all four majors. This year, her game is sharper, but she has an uphill battle to even rank in the top fifty women’s players.

        Will Aurora rise from the depths of primordial soup and transform once again into Prime Meridian?
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      Mason packed his bag in the hotel room with Dorian.

      “She made it to the quarterfinals. Respectable,” Dorian said.

      This job marked Mason’s first with Dorian, but he enjoyed the man’s relaxed demeanor even if his British accent took some acclimation.

      “Yeah. She works hard enough for it, too.”

      “I’m glad you’re running with her. I couldn’t run five miles a day if my bloody life depended on it.”

      Mason curled his lips. “Not like your MI6 days?”

      Dorian grinned.

      Mason wondered if he could pry any details from Maxine about Dorian’s mysterious past. Probably not. He was lethal by reputation and spoke French and Russian fluently, but for whom had he worked before Rider SI? Everyone knew Mason had been Navy SEAL, Barry had been Special Forces, Ryan and Reece had been Rangers, and Billy had been a Marine like Max. Dorian was the enigma.

      Mason added, “Of course that was before Scotland Yard.”

      Dorian gave a crooked smile, betraying nothing.

      Mason shrugged as he carefully rolled his clothes into his bag—undergarments and casual attire on the bottom, heavy toiletries in spill-proof bags in the middle, and dress shirts and suits flat on top. He noted Dorian packed with similar efficiency.

      As long as Dorian exceeded expectations at his job and oozed professionalism, perhaps his origins didn’t matter too much.

      Dorian had a daughter and wife he seemed to care about deeply. Mason wondered how he had managed to have a family while being whatever covert agent he’d once been.

      Because Dia was soon to be in college, Dorian would have to have started a family while he worked as an agent. Notably, the one time Mason had met Katie at a company Christmas party, the couple had seemed enamored with each other. He had a long-lasting love and a daughter who had grown to be well-adjusted.

      How had Dorian managed a career as an agent and maintained the love of the mother of his child?

      Mason had seen quite a few failed military marriages. Sometimes even the ones that didn’t divorce were still dysfunctional. Night after night alone and wondering if their husbands or wives still lived left spouses feeling neglected or worse—as in Max’s case. The bitterness grew to resentment. A loving relationship turned as violent as war. When the end came, the best-case scenario was a simple divorce. The worst case was financial ruin and shredded families.

      Like poor Max.

      Dorian had been one of the few to beat the odds. Luck or strategy?

      Mason pulled his phone out of his pocket as he walked out of his hotel room.

      He called Claire.

      “Stone Mason, to what do I owe the pleasure?” she said melodramatically.

      “The list.”

      “Of course, the list. No, ‘Hi, Claire, how are you today? How’s the weather in Atlanta? Did you know you’re my favorite tech gal?’”

      He smiled. “It’s May so it’s warming up there. And you already know you’re my favorite techie.”

      “It’s nice to hear it once in a while. All of you get to gallivant across the globe and call me up demanding information. Meanwhile, I’m the computer geek. Locked up in a cubicle, chained to a desk, no adventure.”

      He walked to one end of the hallway and stared out the hotel window. “You’re our most valuable asset, Claire. We can’t afford to let you gallivant. Besides, I seem to remember last year you got trapped in an elevator and declared it the most adventure you wanted for the next decade.”

      He thought about her panic attack in the work elevator. Never had he seen her blue hair look so contrasted to the pale white of her ghostly skin as when he and Barry pried open the doors. To this day she still only took the stairs up to Rider SI offices.

      “Fine,” she retorted.

      He could tell from her tone he’d provided the compliments she craved and deserved. Every word held truth. She was their source of all information. Every employee at Rider SI was more expendable than Claire. The young introvert was one of Maxine’s prize possessions.

      She began her summary, “I’m about halfway through the list. Aurora’s parents have no bad debt and a thriving winery. They’re taking over another winery before it’s bankrupt so it’s a win-win for both sides. Heir to the other winery is a USC brat, but he fares better with the buyout—if his dad doesn’t spend his inheritance on another failed entrepreneurial adventure.”

      Mason looked at the Cybele Palace in the distance—a beautiful palace turned municipal building. The constant congested traffic surrounding it squelched any interest he may have had in touring it.

      “Jimmy Fisk, ex-boyfriend, no dirt in his background. His girlfriend, Natasha Bodrov—ridiculously beautiful by the way—is the niece of Russian crime lord Vladimir Pronin.”

      “Niece of a Russian crime lord” was never a phrase Mason liked in a background report.

      “Other than being an unfortunate connection, it doesn’t reek of psycho death threat origination. Next, Aurora's doubles partner—adorable Irishman, Alex Rory—completely benign. Dr. Ruchkin is a Russian physician who covers the tennis circuit, mediocre by his scores. He bets on horses, not tennis, so he doesn’t stand to win or lose by sending death threats. Aurora’s friends—based on online social media and who she texts the most—are Monique Johnson and Elizabeth Morgan. Both appear clean. Monique is an emergency room nurse practitioner. Elizabeth is also a professional tennis player, but on the ITF circuit.”

      “ITF?” Mason asked.

      “International Tennis Federation. Second-tier tour for women’s professional tennis. Apparently when Aurora came back to the circuit after her injury, she couldn’t maintain her higher rank. She dropped a few notches. I learn so much when we take on cool clients. ITF even has a neat logo.”

      “Is there anyone from the ITF who could have it in for Miss Meridian? Maybe jealous she went from second tier to first?” Mason asked.

      “I haven’t delved into that group’s Web chatter yet, but it’s on my To Do list.”

      “Okay. Anything else?”

      “Other contacts from her mobile phone are Ralph Hutch, a former agent⁠—”

      “Former?”

      Ex-agent dropping off after Aurora’s fall from glory could hint at wounded pride or financial motive.

      “They haven’t had much contact since Aurora’s fall from celebrity status.”

      Mason scowled.

      Parasite.

      “And a reporter—Marco Gold. Divorced. Two kids. He’s written nothing but nice articles about her—again, when she was worthy of reporting.”

      Mason ran a hand through his hair as he listened.

      “That’s the group most closely linked. I also sent you an email on the top two hundred women’s tennis players. Lastly and painstakingly, I’m combing through twitter accounts and texts for death threats or animosity.”

      “Okay. Good work. Negatives are helpful.”

      “Mason,” her voice grew serious.

      “Claire.”

      “Those were some messed-up accusations. We’re all behind you, you know.”

      He leaned his head against the window momentarily, distant car lights twinkling like stars around the palace. He felt lucky to have a team of friends who stood by him even when the accusations could destroy the company employing them.

      “Thanks, Claire.”

      “Someone may have sent the spoiled, lying rock star a virus and destroyed her computer.”

      “I’ll be sure to not tell Max.”

      “Unlike you, I have a petty, spiteful streak, despite my happy-go-lucky exterior.” She dropped her voice to a sinister tone. “Woe to anyone who crosses me, or my friends.”

      

      When the call ended, Mason pocketed his phone, walked down the hall, and knocked on Aurora’s door.

      She swung the door open and waved him in but didn’t stop talking on the phone. As she walked over to her computer in her faded blue jeans and a rose-colored top, he closed the door.

      She stepped in front of the laptop and put a hand on her hip. “Sage, it’s a star. They asked for a star.”

      She paused.

      “Well, it’s not the devil’s star. The satanic star is an upside-down, five-pointed star. To be technical, since mine has six points, it would be the Creator’s star or the Star of David—if it were religious at all.”

      Peering at her computer screen, he saw an elegant star beside script letters reading “Starlight Industries.”

      Her graphic design work, he surmised.

      “Waves?” Aurora snapped the screen shut and glared at Mason momentarily.

      He turned away and strode over to the kitchenette and poured himself a glass of water.

      “So they want a sun? I’m confused because their company name has a star in it.”

      She started stuffing things into the suitcase on top of her bed.

      “Okay. They want an estoile.”

      When his gaze drifted down at her bare feet, he paused to admire pink painted toenails. Several toes were wrapped in white tape. He wondered what sort of beating they took from all of those long hours on the tennis court.

      “Yes, an estoile. It’s a star with wavy edges. No, it won’t be mistaken for anything cultish, but some people may confuse it with a sun.”

      She paced again.

      “I’ll change it. I’ll have it to you tomorrow.”

      She clicked her phone off and tossed it on the bed.

      “They asked for a star. I gave them a star. If they wanted an estoile, they only had to say a star with wavy edges.”

      After walking into the kitchen, she blinked at Mason as if noticing him for the first time. She pulled out one of her premade protein concoctions and drank.

      “Is this an okay time to review the travel plans?” he asked.

      “As long as it doesn’t involve stars. I’ve been working on this design for a week. Now I have to design an entirely new one.”

      “Keep it,” he suggested. “It’s beautiful, and maybe a church will come to you looking for a logo.”

      She seemed to consider his suggestion. Her green eyes glowed bright in a face framed by blonde hair casually pinned back with loose strands that had freed themselves.

      “This discussion is star free,” he promised. “I just want to cover security and travel details from Madrid to Strasbourg—plane to car to hotel.”

      “I’m all yours.”

      Mason turned his face impassive, trying not to betray the thoughts such a statement from Aurora provoked in him. For one reckless heartbeat, he let himself imagine what it would mean if she weren’t talking about schedules.

      Lovely Aurora.

      Who was completely off limits.
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      At the airport terminal prior to boarding, Aurora’s phone rang. As she reached for it, her gaze snagged on a man across the walkway who seemed to stare a beat too long. Her heart rate doubled but before she could mention it to her bodyguards, the man turned and walked away, rolling luggage in tow.

      “Alex, I’m on my way to Strasbourg.” She shook off her paranoia.

      “Right, a stor. How’s the form? You did good making it to the quarterfinals.” His quick Irish accent required deciphering, but she had learned to do so.

      Her coach had introduced them over two years ago. They each needed a mixed doubles partner.

      “Alex Rory. How’s the form?” he’d introduced himself. She learned later his phrase was the Irish equivalent of “How are you?”

      “You’re Irish.”

      “Aw, dash it all. I hoped if I didn’t wear my shamrock shirt, you wouldn’t notice.” He’d flashed a brilliant smile.

      She’d rolled her eyes at his comment and looked to her coach.

      “Coach Jareh?” She’d turned to him in disbelief.

      The aging Polish man had grinned. “Da. It’s good. You two will be good together. Make many wins.”

      He had been right, of course. They had made many wins. Two years they had played together. Two years she’d suffered through Alex’s incessant cheer. But somehow they worked, and they climbed the ladder of mixed doubles success, hopefully toward a grand slam this season.

      “I’m excited to have gotten far in Madrid,” she said to Alex.

      Her success had not been as lucrative as the Miami Open prize money, but it would cover her Strasbourg expenses and her entire stay in Paris.

      “You should’ve been more aggressive with your serve and volley.”

      “Oh. Thanks, coach,” she sassed with no malicious in her voice.

      She made a sour face even though Mason, Billy, and Dorian were the only ones who could see her. None of them looked in her direction. Billy thumbed her phone, Dorian read a book, and Mason’s eyes roamed the airport. It wasn’t as though someone could get through security with anything more deadly than a toothbrush. Could she be killed with a toothbrush? Was Mason capable of killing someone with a toothbrush?

      She shook off the images and continued the phone conversation. “I emailed you a training schedule for Paris so we can coordinate.”

      “Right. Is it color-coded like the last one?” he teased.

      “I try to be helpful.”

      “It was lovely,” he said.

      She wanted to reach through the phone and smack the patronizing tone out of him.

      “How’s having a team of bodyguards?” he inquired.

      “Never alone and always lonely,” she replied.

      She’d meant it jokingly, but the truth hit home. Silence crackled on the line. Even Alex, the eternal optimist, had no snarky reply for that.

      Mason’s gaze fell on her. She ignored his curious stare.

      “Sounds dismal,” Alex said.

      “Not more dismal than death threats.”

      “Right you are. But it’ll pass, a stor.”

      She looked back at Mason until he averted his eyes.

      “I’ll see you in Paris,” she told Alex.

      After she hung up the phone, she picked up her tennis magazine. The lead article featured Slavica Stefanovic—the Serbian tennis princess. Not only did she possess a tall, blond, Nordic beauty, but she maintained rank in the top five in the world. She was also eight years younger than Aurora.

      Aurora stared at the page, feeling a sense of loss as she gazed upon what she might have been had it not been for her injury. A photograph of Slavica on the court occupied an entire page. Her interview talked about the difficulties in growing up in a nation making the transition from communism to democracy.

      Aurora had no such tale of hardship. She came from a wealthy, functional family. A difficult day for her was when rain ruined tennis or when her parents traveled to promote their wines and couldn’t make it to a game.

      So much had changed. Now death threats loomed over her. This was not an experience she wanted to share with the media regardless of any support it may garner from fans. She wanted no one’s sympathy. Except perhaps Mo. Mo would give her just the right dose and promptly tell her to suck-it-up and get her head back in the game.

      She continued to skim the article on Slavica. An entire page blossomed with a full-length photo of her in a trendy tennis dress. She stood beside the sleek sports car of her sponsor. Slavica may have grown up deprived, but she wasn’t deprived now with her large contract. If she invested the money well, she could be set for retirement in ten years.

      Aurora chuckled at herself.

      What a thirty-something thing to think.

      Funny how her priorities drastically varied from what they had once been.

      Slavica, at twenty-two, burned through her funds like many celebrities. Aurora heard about the parties in almost every city following a tennis tournament—win or lose. Five years ago, she would’ve been at every party, chasing sponsorships and photos. Now she couldn’t name a single friend from those nights worth calling. She hadn’t missed them either.

      As the boarding call echoed through the terminal, her gaze drifted to Mason, standing and scanning for danger.

      What she missed, she realized, was something she’d never really had: someone to provide quiet company outside of the stadium lights and flashing cameras.
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      Maxine drove to the gun range. After a long, stressful day, she needed to shoot something.

      All of her agents had checked in, and all of their jobs were going well—Barry, Reece, and Ryan were protecting the singer, while Mason, Dorian, and Billy were protecting the tennis player.

      Her business covered expenses, but barely. Now there were bottom-feeding lawyers involved with the rock star. The fiasco would be over soon when they all met and reviewed the surveillance video. Unfortunately, they would still have to pay for the lawyer.

      Maxine was ready to be done with the millionaire brat. She mistakenly had thought protecting a young girl would have some intrinsic value. The job had been nothing but a headache.

      After arriving at the gun range, she checked in and picked her spot. She slipped on her ear and eye protection and set the target range.

      Maxine had other jobs waiting. More worthy jobs. She needed to hire more operatives. Quality ex-military scooped up the more lucrative security gigs, making Maxine’s search for employees more difficult. She couldn’t offer large paychecks, first-class flights, or even top-of-the-line technology. Maybe someday.

      She assembled the cartridge into her SIG, slipped on her shooting earmuffs, took aim, and squeezed the trigger.

      What Rider Security and Investigation offered beyond standard private security jobs was a solid career, a family of operatives, and loyalty. She vetted everyone she hired and had to examine thirty resumes for every one hire. Prospective employees needed to have genuine military training, US or otherwise, and a college degree.

      Next, Claire had to work her background computer magic to make sure they lived and worked on the right side of the law.

      Lastly, Maxine did the interview. Few applicants ever made it that far. She needed to observe them to see if they could stay cool under pressure. Despite military training and seeing the atrocities of war, they still had to have a conscience. She needed to see if they had done their own background check on Rider SI and knew they were meeting the boss. More importantly, she needed to know if they could take orders from a woman.

      Today she had dealt with lawyers, crap for applicants, and bills. She continued to fire her handgun and continued to hit the target. The paper targets didn’t talk back, didn’t accuse, and didn’t lie. If only clients and lawyers could be so obliging.

      Stress relief came from shooting her gun or working in her garden. Needing a double-dose of stress relief, she would finish here and then go toil in the dirt.

      Damn cutworms were destroying her tomato plants.
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      Aurora led the second set four to two. The young girl she played embodied all power and no consistency. Aurora had been able to shake her confidence early in the first game. Age and experience were conquering youth and agility. The strategy worked this time, though Aurora knew it wouldn’t always.

      When she started solid, she could shake up the confidence of younger players and then hit cruise control to keep the winning pace. When she faltered early, she didn’t do well coming back for a win. Some players thrived on the comeback, but Aurora struggled when the score fell out of her favor.

      Her other advantage in tennis was her strong foundation in finesse from her younger game. Only after her injury did she take the time to build more strength and power. She always had her finesse as backup when strength faltered.

      Frances Cardinal’s short blond hair was slicked back and held in place with her visor, which proudly displayed her sponsor’s logo. She had come to court with fiery determination.

      Aurora found the woman’s grunting sounds with her every swing annoying. The noises made her want to conquer Fran that much more.

      Now, well into the second set, the grunts lessened and the remaining noises more resembled cries of desperation than assertions of power. Fancy Frances with her fuchsia skirt floundered. Aurora was ruthlessly on the hunt, and she smelled victory.

      Aurora whipped a powerful first serve, pulling her opponent out wide. Fran dove and tipped the ball with her racket for a short lob. Aurora smashed it cross-court.

      When she turned to look back smugly at her opponent, she saw Fran down on the court, writhing in pain.

      The crowd went silent.

      Fran clutched her knee. Aurora wondered at the possibilities—meniscal tear, ACL tear, lateral or medial cruciate ligament tear.

      Aurora saw herself on the ground, a devastating ankle injury. She remembered the sensation of the world expanding out from her, suddenly vast and strange and eerily empty. Everyone distanced themselves from her—sponsors, coaches, friends (or those she had mistaken for friends), and fans. The few who tried to offer comfort, she’d pushed away. She didn’t want their sympathy, and they couldn’t empathize with the sudden void in her life.

      She could empathize with Frances. She knew the despair of wrecked hopes and dreams. Medics would arrive soon, but the seconds would feel much longer for Frances. Aurora also knew no one wanted the vulnerability of being aided off court by medical personnel.

      Aurora walked to the other side of the court, depositing her racquet against the bench. She knelt next to Fran.

      A tear escaped the young woman’s eyes. Aurora knew those tears. They represented dashed career dreams, not pain.

      “Don’t you let them see you cry,” Aurora whispered softly. She slipped an arm around the woman’s waist. She thought of what words she would have wanted to hear if someone, anyone, had come to help her off the court so many years ago. “You are a tennis goddess, and this is only a setback. It’s not the end.” She helped Frances stand. “Hold your head high as we walk together, and when you return to defeat your next opponents—stronger than ever—they will remember your resolve and fear you because of it.”

      Fran did as Aurora instructed, and they walked to the bench. Frances gave her resignation to the umpire as Aurora helped ease her onto the bench.

      The medics arrived, and Aurora packed her bag.

      “Aurora?”

      She turned to Fran as she hoisted her tennis bag on her shoulder.

      Fran extended her hand.

      Aurora leaned over the medic tending to Fran’s knee and shook her hand.
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      Aurora stared out her hotel room window. She loved Alsace. Nestled in northern France on the border of the Rhine River and Germany, it had traded ownership between the two countries, and thus gained the charismatic architecture of an old German town and leisurely ambience of France.

      Her gaze snagged on a dark figure turning down an alley before disappearing. For one irrational moment, the back of her neck prickled.

      “You okay?” Mason handed her a protein shake he’d prepared from the mix she carried with her on tour. He was such a strong, calming presence.

      Turning toward him, she accepted the drink and gave him a grateful smile. “Yeah.”

      “You played well,” he said.

      “Thank you.”

      She wanted to play strong after losing in the quarterfinals in Madrid. Her best performance so far had been making it to the finals in the Miami Open.

      The prize money had been crucial. She dug her way out of some debt that had piled up from her previous year on tour. If she kept this pace, she could maybe buy some of her coach’s time again. Playing better also meant the possibility of better sponsors.

      The Internationaux de Strasbourg constituted a women’s only event, and the tournament didn’t have much prize money, especially considering the travel and hotel costs for the beautiful little city. The mental and physical success of getting near to the finals was the important objective before Paris.

      “I hate that Fran got hurt.” She sipped her drink.

      “That was some remarkable sportsmanship. The crowd gave a robust applause.”

      “Walking with her?” Had they clapped so ferociously? Had she been so absorbed in the moment she hadn’t noticed? “I’ve thought a lot about my own injury—what I wished either I had done differently or other people had done differently. Hopefully her moment of defeat won’t be as bad for her.”

      “What did you say to her?” He sat on one of the barstools by the kitchenette.

      “‘Chin up princess or the crown slips.’”

      Mason gave her a quizzical look until she finally cracked a smile.

      She shrugged. “Close enough, anyway.”

      He chuckled, a pleasant rumble that caused warmth to spread through her. The sound chased away all the shadows and worry bearing down on her from the strain of competition to the mysterious stalker.

      “Are you a princess?” he asked.

      “We all are in our own narrative. Even the handmaiden sees herself as the heroine.”

      He looked thoughtful for a moment. “Some people see themselves as victims.”

      “Winners don’t. Everyone on the WTA had to win to get that far. We’re all winners, even if we don’t win every match.”

      He regarded her carefully. “Well said.” He stood. “I’ll see you in the morning for a run?”

      “Indeed you shall.”

      “Will that be with or without your tiara?” he asked.

      “Why, dear sir, my tiara is always upon my head.”

      Mason turned toward the door grinning and left with another chuckle.
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      Two days later, Aurora returned to her hotel room in dismal spirits after losing the second round in Strasbourg. Her focus had faltered. Her backhand seemed to desert her. She had fought hard and took the game to a third set but ultimately lost.

      Mason escorted her to her hotel room quietly. At least when Billy accompanied her after a loss, she would acknowledge it. “That sucked,” she would say and mercifully avoid anything as patronizing as, “You’ll get ’em next time.”

      Stony Mason. Not a word of comfort. He had done his job, kept her safe. A win or loss made no difference to him.

      After his usual room inspection, he poured her a protein shake and a glass of water. He didn’t need to wait on her, but she wondered if he went through the motions as a way of showing his sympathy even if he couldn’t express it with words.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “Ma’am.” Somehow his tone in that single word conveyed “You’re welcome” and his shared disappointment at her loss.

      When he left her hotel room, the room felt too quiet. She drank the protein shake and then reached for her phone, needing her MoJo.

      “Hey, honey,” Monique answered the phone.

      “Hey, Mo.”

      “I know that tone. You lose?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. You can stop wasting all of your time and energy on tennis and find me a husband.”

      Aurora smiled. She put the phone on speaker and leaned over to stretch her hamstring.

      “You’re not injured?”

      “No.”

      “Okay. Scrub it off then. You love Alsace, so walk off the gloom. Take in some eye candy. Eye Candy is still there?”

      “His name is Mason,” Aurora said.

      “Ah. That’s a yes.”

      Aurora bent one leg up and twisted to stretch her back. “How’s your work?”

      “The usual. Drug addicts. Alcoholics. Motor vehicle crashes.” Mo switched the conversation back to tennis. “Was she better, or did you lose focus?”

      “Some of both.”

      “Are you losing focus because of Eye Candy?”

      “No.”

      Surprisingly, no.

      In fact, when Aurora started to think of the threats on the court, she found reassurance in Mason’s presence and was able to re-focus.

      “The letters?”

      “Yes. The letters, the fear of injury, and the overwhelming pressure I’m putting on myself at this being my last season.”

      “Is it your last season?”

      “I’m thirty. It likely is.”

      “But you don’t know for certain, so that’s one distraction you should take off your plate.”

      “Right,” she lied.

      “What about Jimmy?” Mo asked.

      Jimmy Fisk was playing his usual A-game, steamrolling the competition and flashing his pearly white teeth while doing so. He oozed confidence on the court and schmoozed the media off the court.

      Their past remained buried.

      “Not a concern.” This time Aurora told the truth.

      Mo snickered. “Every social media picture captures him and beanpole Natasha arm in arm. They’re so connected they need a combo name. Natammy? Jimmasha?”

      Aurora laughed. “They can have each other.”

      “Um. Hang on.”

      “Trauma’s here,” a voice in the background told Mo.

      Footsteps sounded followed by a male voice. “Hold still. You’re in the emergency room. We’re trying to help you.”

      “Smell’s like alcohol and vomit,” Mo said. “Is he belligerent from the alcohol or a head injury?”

      A male voice answered, “Your guess is as good as mine. Pupils are equal and reactive though.”

      “Do you need to go?” Aurora asked.

      “Not yet. They have to get him on the monitors before I can go in the room.” Her voice moved away from the phone. “Debbie, can you fetch propofol, fentanyl, and rocuronium? I need him paralyzed and intubated if we’re going to assess him safely. If the he has internal injuries, he could be harming himself with all that thrashing.”

      “Sure thing, Mo.”

      Aurora listened to the controlled chaos in the background, suddenly aware that her lost match, aching pride, and even her death threats existed in some strange parallel universe where people were literally fighting for their life.

      “Hey, Deb?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Double dose of everything. I have a feeling he’ll need enough to put down an elephant.”

      “I’m on it.”

      Mo’s voice came back to the phone. “Lord, Jesus. Is it a full moon? This and a GSW coming in on the chopper.”

      “Wow,” Aurora marveled.

      “Anyway. How is the graphic design business?”

      “Slow. But slow is all I have time for right now. I haven’t built up my online profile. Also, there are all sorts of online bidding and competitions to drum up more business. For now, I’ve usually got one little project per week, and it gives me something to occupy my thoughts. Keep them off death threats.”

      “I wish I could be there for you. And why is your case not solved yet? Why hasn’t this creep been caught yet? This is the age of technological advancement. Can’t they trace the ink to the exact manufacturer and the paper to the forest and the tree that had yielded it?”

      “I think it’s more complicated than that,” Aurora said, but appreciated her friend’s annoyance.

      “I don’t like. I don’t like such a small security team. I don’t want this psychopath to find his way through their defenses.”

      “They’re really good. I trust my team.”

      “Fine. Fine. Tell me more about Eye Candy. We both need a distraction.”

      “No, Mo.”

      “Give me something,” Mo implored.

      “He’s attractive, but he’s also cold as ice.” Except when he was doing little thoughtful things like making her protein shake or warming her tea.

      “Oh. Maybe he’s one of those hard candies, soft on the inside. Sweet raspberry candies.”

      “He’s no raspberry.”

      “Huckleberry?”

      “Great. Now next time I see him, I’ll be picturing him with a cowboy hat and a six shooter.”

      “And shirtless.”

      “Mo.” The word escaped as a groan, but the image was clear—glistening shirtless torso with a holster low on his hip and his face partially hid by the shade of his hat. There was no unseeing that visual.

      “Now the mental image will be worthwhile. You’ll thank me later.”

      “Hanging up now,” Aurora said.

      “Have fun.”

      When she ended the call, she tossed her phone on the bed and stared up at the ceiling. Her season threatened to slip through her fingers while stalker letters piled up somewhere—and all she could see, thanks to Mo, was her half-naked bodyguard in a cowboy hat. No helpful.

      But that huckleberry might be the only thing standing between her and the stalker promising to harm.
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      Aurora and Billy walked down the Rue de Beaux-Arts. A pleasant May breeze blew, and Aurora wished it would carry away the knot of disappointment in her chest. Every laugh from a café table they passed felt like it belonged to someone whose life was going right.

      “Thanks for the walk,” she told Billy.

      Billy had been thoughtful enough to declare that Aurora needed to get out of her confined hotel room. Mason followed them somewhere in the shadows, no doubt listening to their conversation through the little earpiece devices they used.

      We’re all winners, Aurora had told Mason. She scoffed at her own words. Easy to say such a thing after a win. All of her previous wins seemed to shrink away in the wake of a loss.

      “I’m a recluse,” Billy stated. “Lock me in solitary confinement and that’s fewer people I have to interact with. You’re a social creature, more normal that way,” she said it as though it were actually abnormal. “You flourish on crowds and social events and human connection. I might not understand it, but I’ve begun to recognize when you start to wilt, we need to sprinkle some human interaction on you.”

      “You say normal like it’s a bad thing,” Aurora said.

      “Meh.”

      “Well, thank you for your powers of perception.” Was she read so easily? No one, other than Mo, offered this type of insight.

      Billy scowled. “You don’t complain much. A lot of the divas we protect start getting belligerent, and that’s how we pick up on the need for a change of scenery.”

      “Hah. You didn’t know me ten years ago. I used to be a belligerent diva.”

      “What changed?” Billy stuck her hands in her jean pockets. Despite the casual move and the leisurely pace of her step, her eyes roamed their surroundings.

      Aurora considered her answer. “I became a nobody. With my injury, I lost my tennis game, my sponsors, and my boyfriend. Suddenly, when I had legitimate issues to complain about, I lost the desire to do so.”

      “Perspective,” Billy summarized.

      “Yes. I gained perspective.”

      “Not everyone gets that opportunity.”

      “Yeah. Thanks, Mom.”

      Billy snorted. “Not everyone stops feeling sorry for themselves long enough to pull their shit together and become competitive again.”

      “True.”

      Aurora guessed Billy didn’t dispense compliments often.

      

      Mason followed the women at a distance, listening to their conversation and feeling oddly like he was eavesdropping rather than providing surveillance because of the personal nature of the topic. He took in the quaint shops and the sounds of boats on the nearby river as they walked.

      They stopped inside the Bistrot et Chocolat and picked up two dome de chocolat noir, which, based on their conversation, consisted of some type of mousse within a hard chocolate exterior. He would have gone for the waffle with chocolate dipping sauce, but nobody asked him if he wanted anything. He didn’t eat while doing surveillance anyway.

      A man on a bicycle slowed as he passed them, eyes lingering on Aurora a beat too long. Mason’s shoulders tensed until the cyclist moved on.

      “So, Mason was a SEAL?” he heard Aurora ask.

      His eyes briskly looked at the women, walking and eating their domes.

      “That’s pretty elite, right?”

      In the distance, he couldn’t tell if Billy nodded or shrugged.

      “And you’ve both been to war?” Aurora asked.

      “Afghanistan.”

      “Talk about perspective.”

      He heard Billy grunt.

      Mason’s perspective had changed. First, he wanted to be the best—best at hand-to-hand combat, best at obstacles, best with a gun. In battle, survival became paramount. All of those skills were important, but there had also been an element of sheer luck in not getting killed when bullets flew and bombs detonated. After the dust settled and the body count was finalized, the living bore survivors’ guilt.

      He’d faced the families of those lost—the anguish and the accusatory looks. What had he done that he’d survived but their husband or son had not? They wanted to blame someone. Even if accusations remained unspoken, their eyes revealed a measure of betrayal. Before the battles, he’d been one of the cockiest and most self-centered soldiers. The jump for mourning families to imagine he was to blame was less of a laborious leap and more like a hopscotch skip.

      Aurora and Billy entered the Musée des Beaux-Arts. Mason stared at the baroque palace-turned-museum. He could hear Aurora telling Billy the ornate building had belonged to French nobility. Its walls barricaded a large, paved courtyard. Two columns connected by an arch framed a central gate. Christian statues adorned the front facade.

      Perhaps he could come back to beautiful Alsace someday. Take a moonlight stroll hand-in-hand with⁠—

      With whom, you moron? Aurora Mercedes Meridian? Your client?

      Good thing Billy was the one walking with Aurora. He paced three hundred feet away, wondering what it would be like to hold her hand. He liked being in her space, and on more than one occasion had to restrain himself from offering a shoulder to lean on. He’d never experienced romantic ideas about a client. And since when did river walks with a beautiful woman occupy his thoughts at all?

      I will beat this.

      The tennis season would run through until October. Five months. He had survived tours in hostile territory three times as long as this assignment.

      If the death threats ceased, then his time with her could be shorter. Bittersweet. He needed to comb through her file again. He also needed her to scrutinize all of the letters. Facing the letters would be hard on her, but they might discover the identity of the sociopath if Aurora focused on helping.

      His stomach churned at the idea of making her suffer through it, but protecting her mean asking her to face the fear those threats invoked. He hated that , but he could coax her through the fear and provide moral support.

      Brilliant idea. Because that will make it easier to say goodbye when it’s time.

      

      When they had finished touring the museum, Aurora led Billy to a church in Alsace—the Strasbourg Cathedral, a stunning and prodigious gothic architectural behemoth. It was one of the tallest churches in the world, and strikingly beautiful despite the asymmetry in having only one tower—the north tower—as the south remained incomplete.

      Aurora thought about how it had survived two world wars. Billy and Mason had survived wars, too. Like the cathedral, one couldn’t tell by appearance alone that scars and internal damage lurked beneath the surface.

      Mason was an attractive man, and if not for the depths of his eyes, a person could look upon the facade admiringly, like the church, without knowing the history that had marred it. A man like him lived alone because he chose to. She understood resurrecting walls, and she wouldn’t try to dismantle his, despite the intermittent temptation. Besides, she felt certain his barriers took the form of a puzzle box or maybe a minefield, neither of which she had any interest in navigating.

      As they walked back toward the hotel, she tried to absorb the surrounding German architecture mixed with brightly painted colors. They paused on a bridge over one of the many city canals connected to the Rhine.

      The gentle flowing water was surrounded by beautiful old buildings dotted with vibrant flowers in window boxes. The imagery was too picturesque and romantic to be fully enjoyed in solitude.

      A commotion sounded on the other side of the river along the Quai des Bateliers. Aurora turned to see a conglomeration of people and reporters. As pictures were frantically shot, a young woman dashed away from the crowd.

      Slavica Stefanovic had emerged from Restaurant 1741 to be bombarded by fans and paparazzi. She dove into a car before it sped away from the curb.

      Aurora had been walking around town for over an hour and had traveled unrecognized.

      Life in obscurity.

      Then again, her anonymity allowed her to take a casual walk, converse with an acquaintance, and enjoy a beautiful day. She wasn’t dashing out of restaurants and diving into vehicles. Even with a stalker, she had more freedom than a top-ranked tennis professional.
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      Aurora packed for Paris in mechanical motions, automatic after a lifetime of packing and unpacking.

      Her phone buzzed. “Lizzy! I’m so glad you called.”

      “Hi, Aurora.”

      Elizabeth Morgan had been one of the women on the International Tennis Federation pro circuit to befriend Aurora. They had shared taxis and motel rooms, even meals sometimes, as they struggled for enough winnings to pay for the next plane flight.

      “You’re playing great, Aurora. You’re on a comeback.”

      “Thanks. How’s your game?” Aurora felt ashamed to realize she hadn’t been following any of her friends on the ITF. She had been too busy studying her competition for her next match and working on her graphic design business.

      “Not bad. Semifinals of Båstad.”

      Båstad possessed beauty and elegance as a little town on the coast of Sweden. It was pricey to travel there for the small amount of prize money.

      “Well done!”

      “I’m calling about a favor, Aurora.” Lizzy’s tone had become somber.

      “Absolutely. What can I do?”

      “It’s a big favor.”

      “Okay.”

      “I want to play Marseille. The prize money is good, and I’m playing so well. I’m also broke. I can’t make the travel expenses—unless I backpack from Sweden to France—and I can’t pay the lodging.”

      She zipped her suitcase shut. “Lizzy, of course I’ll help you.”

      “No, not like that. I don’t take handouts. Pay me to be your rally partner and pseudo-coach. You know I give good advice. I’ll get you ready for the French Open.”

      Her heart warmed. “Sounds great. Do you need a place to stay in Paris?”

      “I have a friend I can stay with in Paris. I know you’ll offer, but I don’t want to stay with you. You need to focus on the major.”

      A knock sounded at the door—Mason’s familiar three knocks.

      “One sec,” she called to him.

      “We’re heading out to Paris today,” she told Elizabeth. “I’ll transfer money to you for your travel expenses. We’ll meet up and work out a schedule. Okay?”

      “Thanks, Aurora.”

      She said goodbye to her friend and answered the door.

      “Ready, Miss Meridian?”

      She nodded. “I just got a call from a friend of mine, Elizabeth Morgan. She’s going to be coming to Paris to help me train.”

      “Shouldn’t be a problem,” he assured her.

      His words made her wonder if Rider SI had already looked into her friend as a threat. They had said they would check anyone who contacted her for security purposes. The thought of a background check on her friends sickened her. Her friends’ privacies would be invaded because of this stalker.

      Crap. Lizzy entering her orbit meant her entering into the blast radius of the stalker, too.

      So much for sticks and stones but words will never hurt me.

      Words had driven her to near solitary confinement. Guilt simmered under the relief of knowing she’d have a friend in Paris.
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      Mason watched Aurora work on her computer from his peripheral vision. He’d heard the last remnants of Aurora’s conversation with Elizabeth Morgan from outside her room’s door. Aurora planned to help a friend and fellow tennis player in need.

      He saw the way Aurora watched every dime and kept track of her spending on her phone. She didn’t have much to spare, but she didn’t turn away her friend. She hadn’t even hinted at the fact that, unless she did well at Roland-Garros, paying a rally partner would strain a strained budget.

      He leaned over and looked at Aurora’s computer screen, careful to keep his shoulder from brushing hers. She had been working intently as Dorian drove them from Strasbourg to Paris. Billy sat up front, navigating.

      “Did Max hire you?” Mason asked Aurora.

      Her screen displayed a gold-embellished graphic design of “Rider Security and Investigation” on a business card.

      “No. But your business cards are plain. I’m giving her an upgrade.”

      “Looks extravagant.”

      “Good. That’s the idea. You’re charged with protecting people. They want you to ooze professionalism and money. If you have money, you have the resources to provide protection.”

      Mason knew Max ran a tight margin. Gold business cards were not necessarily representative of the company’s financial status.

      “Makes sense,” Billy said from the front passenger seat.

      Aurora moved the text around on the card, appraising the best location.

      As Mason stared, he glimpsed her lovely bone structure in profile framed in blonde hair that probably felt as soft as he looked. He detected a hint of honey on her breath from her morning tea. He wondered if her lips would taste as sweet.

      Knock it off, you moron.

      Aurora settled on a location for the company name. “Not sure about a logo, though. Any thoughts?”

      “Can you frame that as a multiple choice question?” Mason asked.

      Aurora smiled. “Depends on what Maxine wants to convey to clients. If it’s strength, something like Atlas holding the globe is good. It also implies the company international. If she wants to convey justice, you might want scales. Those could make you look like a law firm, though.”

      Billy snorted. “Max hates lawyers. No frilly symbols, either.”

      Aurora opened another screen. “These are all symbols of courage and strength.”

      Mason scrutinized the small forty or so icons, glad to have a task to focus on other than this woman’s dizzying proximity. His gaze landed on a trident, reminding him of the Navy SEAL eagle and trident symbol. Many others symbols appeared to be hieroglyphic or Chinese characters. One consisted of overlapping diamonds.

      He pointed. “This looks like a chess piece. I like that one.”

      “The drum or dono. It represents goodwill and diplomacy.” She enlarged the image.

      “You should use a chess piece,” he said.

      “Okay. Which one?”

      “Rook. It represents the castle walls, which protect the valuable players—king, queen, bishops, and knights.”

      Billy shot him a look over her shoulder as though shocked he had some sense of creativity.

      He stared back, daring her to comment.

      Dorian chimed in. “In the ancient Persian form of the game—shatranj—the rook was actually a chariot, more of an aggressor than defender. Perhaps Maxine’s rook could represent the company’s ability to protect through both defense and offense.”

      Mason stared at the back of Dorian’s head as he drove. He again wondered at Dorian’s background. The man was entirely too well read to be a bodyguard.

      “Perfect,” said Aurora. “Rook it is.” She switched over to her design software and began creating a rook logo for Maxine’s surprise business card.

      Rook, Mason thought. Understated and dangerous when overlooked. Just like Max.
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      Aurora dragged a towel across her damp face and sucked in a deep breath.

      “You’re tacklin’ the birdie a bit hard for practice,” Alex Rory commented. They’d been rallying for a grueling hour.

      “Yeah, well. We’ve got a match tomorrow. I want to win.”

      The tall, dark-haired Irishman stuffed his racquet into his tennis bag. “Aye, and the fact your new bodyguard is watchin’ is entirely unrelated.”

      Aurora glanced at Mason—the statue in his suit and dark sunglasses. She had introduced Mason and Alex when they met at the courts for practice. Fortunately, her bodyguard stood too far away to hear Alex’s insinuation.

      “Unrelated,” she snapped, narrowing her eyes at Alex. She took a long drink of water from her bottle.

      He held up a hand in surrender. “I’m not passing judgment. I understand he’s hired help, and that makes it a bit . . . complicated. But, hey, life’s messy anyway.”

      “I’m not going to sleep with my bodyguard,” she replied in a harsh whisper.

      Ugh! First Mo, then Alex.

      Alex smiled, his full set of charmingly crooked white teeth twinkling at her. “I diddunt say anything about sleeping with him. But now I know where your head’s at. You know, you can have a meaningful relationship without jumpin’ his bones.”

      Aurora jammed her racquet into her bag before slinging it over her shoulder. “Yes, I know that, thank you.”

      “I’m merely suggestin’ you might benefit from a meaningful relationship,” he kept his tone light as he leaned in closer, “with a man.”

      Aurora felt her cheeks burn. Although she needed the tennis practice, their interaction came with a price. Alex always found a way to aggravate her about something. Admittedly, if she wasn’t so damn lonely and so damn attracted to Mason, she wouldn’t be aggravated by Alex’s comments.

      She spun and walked off, though Alex’s long legs kept pace casually with her quick, irritated steps.

      “You are unbelievably annoying,” she murmured.

      

      Ten minutes later Aurora’s irritation at Alex finally dissipated as Billy drove her and Mason back to the hotel.

      “You and Alex okay?” Mason asked without looking at her.

      She looked sidelong at him, recalling what Alex had said. What would a relationship with Mason look like? Long runs together. Breakfast discussions over acai blueberry smoothies. Would he take her cold teacup and wordlessly heat it up for her?

      Maybe he would sit at the table wearing just his boxers and divulge the dark past lurking behind those baby blues.

      Great.

      Now she envisioned him in just his boxers.

      Thanks, Alex.

      Mason spoke again, “Seemed like he said something that upset you.”

      Only because it was true.

      “Yes, he did.”

      “About what?”

      Aurora felt her voice grow hoarse as she said, “Meaningful relationships.”

      She hoped he didn’t probe further because she didn’t think herself capable of lying to Mason.

      He turned slightly as though appraising her. “Is that going to interfere with your mixed doubles tomorrow?”

      Hah! He thinks Alex and I are a couple.

      She shrugged. Better for Mason to think that than suspect the truth.

      His tone and subtle frown suggested he wanted to offer support but perhaps didn’t want to get inundated with details of a lovers’ quarrel.

      “We’ll be just fine,” she replied with a fiendish smile.

      Before matches, Alex always rubbed her buttons with a brittle pad followed by jabbing them. With their current winning streak, she would let him continue.

      Scratch and jab away, my Irish lucky charm.
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      Paris. Roland-Garros, Aurora marveled.

      One of the four annual Grand Slam tournaments. How many phenomenal tennis heroes had stormed this red clay? Djokovic. Muguruza. Borg. Nadal. Federer. Evert. Seles. Navratilova. Henin. Williams. Sharapova. And on and on.

      Aurora had made it through qualifying and won the first and second rounds in singles. If she could make third round in women’s singles, she could afford the hotels and plane flights. Last year she’d lost in the first round, and the draw hadn’t been bad. She pushed that dismal thought from her mind.

      Clay was good. Clay slowed balls and gave them a little more bounce. While she had been building her power for the last year, it wasn’t of the caliber of some of the women who were heavy hitters. But her topspin was formidable, so the extra kick of clay would take the ball a little higher and offset some of her opponents’ power.

      “Alex,” Aurora greeted the tall Irishman with brief disinterest as they walked down the corridor.

      “Aurora,” he replied courteously.

      She found his wide smile annoying. It seemed to expand over the time they played together—as if he knew it annoyed her, so he intentionally made it larger.

      She had asked him one time if his boyish smile represented his game face.

      “You dunnot like it, a stor?” he had asked in his thick Irish accent, calling her his treasure.

      “It’s too friendly,” she retorted.

      “No worries. I’ll be smiling just the same when I spike the winnin’ overhead.”

      And he had. He somehow managed to smile and play competitively. He also lobbied steady, encouraging words toward her throughout the entire game.

      “You know what this match is?” he asked as they continued through the corridor.

      She adjusted her tennis bag on her shoulder. “Our ticket to the semifinals?”

      My next paycheck, she thought hopefully.

      “Aye, but it’s our twenty-fifth match together.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “You’re referring to our deal.”

      “You remember, a stor,” he said, entirely too pleased.

      She shrugged. “I promised a celebratory dinner if we survived twenty-five matches.”

      “Well, I had to twist your arm, but yeah, you agreed.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “I think that may have been when I was still learning to decipher your quick Irish accent.”

      He winked at her.

      “Dinner,” she agreed. “And if we win, it’ll be my treat.”

      “Fantastic. I’ve just the place then.” He beamed.

      There goes my paycheck.

      The winnings from doubles comprised a fraction of the winnings from singles, but she needed the points. Her and Alex needed to take mixed doubles by storm.

      They walked the hall together, mounting anxiety about the match sparking between them.

      Mason took flank, while Billy would be somewhere monitoring the crowd from the stands.

      The sun shone ahead as they neared the courts. Red clay stretched before them—a red sea of opportunity. Together she and Alex⁠—

      Thwack!

      Just before they entered the courts, Alex smacked Aurora on one butt cheek. In open-mouthed dismay, she turned to gape at him. Instead of looking at her, he waggled his eyebrows at Mason who shook his head before looking to Aurora with a question in his eyes as if assessing if she was okay.

      She rolled her eyes in Alex’s direction to convey. This was a battle she didn’t need Mason fighting for her … he could do real damage.

      Before Aurora could give Alex a verbal chastisement, they appeared in front of the crowd, Alex waving and smiling. She’d let him get away with it on court because that’s where their rituals lived, but outside of that white rectangle, he’d lose a hand.

      “Are you kidding me?” she demanded through clenched teeth in a forced smile.

      “Nah, it’s alright. I seen them do it in American football all the time. It’s good luck.”

      She pursed her lips and soon realized people all around snapped photos and could be catching some unsightly facial expressions. The pictures would be circulated on somebody’s social media page ad nauseam.

      “I’ve a good feelin’ about Paris, Aurora.”

      She looked at Alex and smiled genuinely.

      Yeah. Me, too.

      Her eyes scanned the crowd. A hundred unfamiliar faces. Was he here? Even if her stalker lurked about the stands, he would have had to pass inspections at the gate. It wasn’t as though he could be armed. Could he?

      A man in a dark cap sat motionless in the stands, watching. She couldn’t see his face from this distance, and that made it worse.

      Alex must have read her worry because he gave her a quick squeeze on the shoulder.

      She arched her neck back around to see Mason, stoic behind dark sunglasses. He gave her a two finger I-got-your-back salute. She smiled at the odd way she actually found the gesture reassuring.

      Setting her bag down, she pulled out her racquet.

      Game time.
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      That evening Aurora slipped on her silver earrings.

      “Everything set on your end, Mason?” Of course it was, but the constant silence squeezed her nerves.

      He was even more quiet than usual. How did he stand it? Protecting someone without speaking with her seemed drone-like. Laborious.

      He had congratulated her on the mixed doubles win, but that was the extent of their conversation in the last four hours.

      “Yes, Miss Meridian.”

      She looked away from his piercing angel eyes to step into her silver sandals.

      “Are you ever unprepared, sir?”

      He didn’t reply.

      “How many… how many more letters?”

      He blinked, and that granite exterior cracked slightly. “A few.”

      Her blood chilled. She was nearing the time when she would have to face those harsh death threats.

      “Not tonight, okay?” he said gently. “Let’s focus on your celebratory dinner.”

      The genuine concern in his earnest gaze had her wanting to hug him. Fearing rejection if she acted so recklessly emotional in the face of his tight control, she nodded brusquely and turned away.

      “Well, it’s a restaurant so you can’t stand in a corner while we eat.”

      “Billy and I will get a nearby table,” he said.

      “Nonsense, just join us,” she said.

      “I can’t monitor the surrounding traffic if I join your table,” he explained.

      She frowned. “Mr. Stone, have you read the FBI summary?”

      He nodded.

      “Whatever this creep is planning, it’s evidently private. So a dinner group is fine. You and Billy can join us.”

      She took a step closer to him. A flash of something like alarm crossed his face, and he took a step back.

      A flush of anger spread across her chest. She wasn’t making a move on him. She was having a conversation. He hardly needed to treat her like a leper. Turning away again, she rubbed at her arms.

      When she looked back, he held out her black shawl. She stepped into it, suddenly close, almost touching, but with her back to him.

      “Won’t that be … odd … for Alex?” Mason asked.

      She turned around and looked up at his troubled face. She backed away laughing.

      Mason’s brow furrowed in confusion.

      “You should have better files on all of us. Alex isn’t having dinner with me to sleep with me.”

      His cheeks flushed, which she found intriguing. It also further accentuated his blue eyes.

      “He’s gay,” she explained.

      “Oh.”

      A long pause settled between them as though he contemplated how his company’s background check hadn’t unearthed that little nugget.

      “How do you know?”

      “First, he’s my tennis partner. Second, he stole my crush.”

      Mason looked perplexed again. “Jimmy Fisk?”

      “Ugh. No. Your file didn’t miss that mistake, I guess.” She sighed and wrung her hands.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.” His voice sounded distraught.

      Aurora released a nervous laugh. “It’s my own fault. I was lusting after Hans like a silly schoolgirl when Alex came in and swept him off his feet. I guess I’ve been a little angry with him about it ever since.” She hadn’t been broken-hearted over Hans, but it was another failed human connection.

      Mason didn’t respond. The man listened well, she’d give him that much.

      “I realize it’s absurd to let such a thing upset me, but I had fairly low self-esteem after Jimmy and after my injury.”

      Mason’s blue eyes looked genuinely troubled.

      “Now my rambling has made you uncomfortable. Guess we’re even.” She picked up her clutch and continued, “I’m not so fragile I crumble at the memory of silly crushes. Nor am I so severe I can’t laugh at my own idiocy.”

      His lips curled in a grin, but he didn’t comment.

      She pursed her lips. Conversation with him would continue to be dully one-sided if he insisted on maintaining this closemouthed professional barrier. Perhaps his contract read somewhere: They are clients, not friends. Something like a zoo sign except instead of “Don’t Feed the Animals” it read “Don’t Converse with the Assets.”

      Yet, at a time in her life when death threats lurked in every shadow and her life dwelled in isolation, she needed personal bonds. She would feel better under the protection of a friend instead of a stranger, even if it violated some weird code of conduct for him.

      

      Mason opened the car door for Aurora. She sat in the back seat without looking at him. A vise squeezed his throat. He’d obviously hurt her feelings by not engaging more in conversation. She had opened up and shared a weakness. All he’d done in return was make faces. He understood she was unaccustomed to sharing personal secrets. Given his callous handling of her raw emotion, she wasn’t likely to make that mistake again.

      Good. She shouldn’t.

      Intimacy could dissolve into unemployment for him. But did it have to be so extreme? She obviously tried to be friendly. Why couldn’t he be friendly? Surely, that little effort would be okay.

      Aurora was lonely, but by her own design. She followed a rigorous workout schedule and ate her meals alone. She only talked to her parents every few weeks. Monique’s friendship was maintained over the phone, never in person. All of this made keeping her safe easier, but her commitment to tennis created a fortress of isolation.

      “I’ll join you for dinner,” he said.

      She stared out of the car window as Billy pulled away from the curb. “Splendid. Don’t strain yourself too much with being overly chatty.”

      Her bitter tone drove into him like a knife. He clenched his teeth before letting out a sigh.

      “I’m under a sort of probation,” he blurted out, “at my job.”

      Aurora jerked her head toward him but said nothing.

      He continued, “My last assignment involved protecting a pop singer. More often than not I protected her from herself—late nights, drugs.” He licked his lips and swallowed. “After a concert one night, she was completely stoned. Fans got wild, and we had a rough extraction. Reece was cut with a broken beer bottle, and I landed a cracked rib. I got her back to her hotel room in one piece. She came on to me. I left, and she was pissed.” He felt nauseated just retelling the story. “She is threatening a sexual assault charge.”

      “Against you?” Aurora gasped.

      Something about her sweet voice of shock and disbelief felt like a healing proclamation of his innocence. A wave of relief washed over him.

      “The hotel security will show me in and out of there quickly, but the thought of being accused of something so abominable is⁠—”

      “Horrific,” she finished, looking outraged on his behalf.

      She held his hand in hers. Her soft, warm skin spread heat up his arm and into his chest.

      ““If this sticks, my career’s over. Maybe Max’s company with it. That is the reason I keep my distance.”

      “I would never⁠—”

      “I know you wouldn’t. But I’m dealing with these accusations right now.”

      Crap. The conversation had just dwindled to an “It’s not you, it’s me” talk.

      “Let’s make a deal,” she offered. “I promise I will in no way cross any professional boundaries if you promise to be just a little bit friendlier.”

      Trust. She was offering him trust, even after he’d pushed her away. He wasn’t sure he deserved it, but he wanted it anyway.

      She squeezed his hand and released it. The warmth of her touch lingered. His eyes wandered down to one bare leg, up her hips, and over her perfectly situated breasts before he forced his gaze upward.

      He smiled weakly and nodded. Although her words brought some measure of reassurance and he believed she meant to maintain a professional relationship, he worried about how he would prevent himself from crossing boundaries with her when it became increasingly difficult to think of her as merely a client.

      Professional lines were enforced to keep clients safe. Crossing them put her at risk.
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      When they arrived at Arpège, Mason opened the door for Aurora. She waited on the sidewalk for him as he leaned toward the driver’s side window. Billy pressed the button, and the glass slid down halfway.

      Billy spoke first. “You take the table. I’ll park and take the outside perimeter. Com check when you’re in the door.”

      Mason nodded and gave her a small smile.

      She wriggled her eyebrows.

      Damn, he felt lucky to have good partners. Despite his backseat confession to a client, Billy wasn’t giving him the evil eye. The woman was blissfully nonjudgmental.

      Mason escorted Aurora into the restaurant with one hand on the small of her back. It was an unusually possessive gesture, but he felt a jolt of unusual possessiveness. His fingers touching her back were intended to be tactical, but the physical contact felt more intimate than simple protection.

      His protective instincts flared on high alert, cataloging exits, staff positions, and anyone whose gaze lingered a little too long on Aurora. While she was correct that her stalker was unlikely to make a public appearance, he didn’t operate under assumptions his client’s safety was guaranteed at any time.

      Aside from the threatening letters, Aurora increasingly became more of a high-profile security risk the more games she won in tennis. Furthermore, her parents’ money raised the possibility of Aurora being kidnapped for ransom.

      He hadn’t pointed out to Aurora the many reasons she needed protection all of the time from more threats than just the obvious one. She didn’t need another worry.

      Alex had already arrived, snagged a table, and ordered wine. He waved them over to the table.

      Mason’s eyes scanned the room. The restaurant appeared uncrowded. A few couples and groups occupied tables. No lone diners.

      Alex dressed casually fashionable in a pressed white dress shirt and blue jeans.

      “Mason!” He greeted him warmly as they shook hands. “You’re joining us? Excellent. We’ll get a third menu and wine glass.”

      Mason noticed Alex shooting an inquisitive look at Aurora. She proceeded to give him a leering, challenging glare.

      They’re like brother and sister, Mason realized.

      He pretended not to notice as he pulled out a chair for Aurora. She seemed to stifle a surprised hesitation and accept the seat.

      “Just the menu,” Mason replied to Alex. “No wine for me.”

      Alex shrugged. “Your loss, Stone. But I understand. You’re on the job.”

      The waiter arrived, poured the wine, and filled water glasses. He set the open bottle on the table before leaving.

      Mason spoke. “I understand this is a celebratory dinner.”

      Alex raised his wine glass with a nod.

      “To a winning combination,” Aurora said as she raised her glass to him.

      “To a partnership, a stor,” Alex countered.

      She seemed to consider the words briefly. Evidently finding them satisfactory, she gently connected her glass to his.

      Mason watched as they drank. He felt like he was witnessing a real milestone in their relationship—tennis partnership.

      Yet, he noticed something devious in the way Alex intently watched Aurora drink her wine.

      As she sipped, her smile faded. She set down the wine glass with some force. The red liquid sloshed in the glass, nearly cresting the rim. Her face reddened as her eyes flashed angrily at Alex. Slowly, deliberately, she turned the bottle of wine until the label faced her.

      Very pointedly she said, “You unbelievable ass.”

      Alex unleashed a wolfish grin and set down his own glass of wine.

      Mason felt an unease as though he might have to intervene in an unsightly scene at any moment.

      Inexplicably, Aurora’s eyes changed from murderous outrage to admiring amusement. Despite her apparent efforts not to, a slight smile stretched her lips.

      Without taking her eyes off Alex, she turned the wine bottle so Mason could read the label. He leaned forward, studying it in hopes of finding an explanation for their bizarre behavior.

      
        
        
        Aurora Borealis

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Meridian Vineyards

      

      

      

      Mason looked at Aurora. “Your parents’ vineyard. This is one of theirs. Did they name the wine after you?”

      Aurora’s eyes flickered over to him. “Well, is it named after me, or am I named after it? That’s the big question—the big joke.” Her words sharpened again, but her irritation didn’t stop her from taking another sip of the wine.

      “Joke?” Mason asked.

      She flashed him a pair of narrowed green eyes, and once again he felt the background information Maxine had on her was woefully inadequate for the complexity that was Aurora Mercedes Meridian.

      Aurora bit her lip, and her haughty defiance seemed to deflate. “I’ve never gotten a straight answer as to what came first—the wine or me. Maybe they occurred simultaneously. It’s not even one of their better wines. The reviews called it a ‘mediocre blend of flavors that do little to satisfy the palate.’ After my injury, I returned to the circuit a less formidable adversary and one critic called me ‘a mediocre blend of talent insufficient to satisfy the audience.’”

      Mason sipped his water. “Seems harsh.” In truth, he thought it was outrageous, and a flash of something like protective anger coursed through him. For the first time, he wanted to track down a critic instead of a criminal and introduce their face to a wall.

      Alex said, “The press either love you, hate you, or are bored by you. The latter of which is the career breaker.”

      “Press coverage helps sponsors recognize you or avoid you,” Aurora added.

      The waiter returned, and they ordered dinner—steaks all around the table.

      “So now you understand the chip on her shoulder. Well, one of ’em.” Alex drank another sip of wine.

      Aurora glared at Alex, though with less than her usual malice.

      “I’ve almost broken down the wall twixt us, though,” Alex boasted.

      Aurora countered, “Have you now?”

      “Sure. In no time at all you’ll forget you blame me that Hans is gay.”

      Mason watched as Aurora paled.

      “You knew about that?” She looked mortified.

      “’Course I did. Though who could blame you after what Jimmy-the-arse did?” Alex sipped his wine, but didn’t stop talking. “Yeah, those long sideways glances and puppy-dog eyes at Hans. Not unlike the way you look at your Norse god bodyguard.”

      Aurora sputtered and choked on her wine. She put a napkin to her mouth as her pale face turned crimson.

      Mason spoke, hoping to direct the conversation away from him. “What did Jimmy do to you?” He knew Alex referred to Jimmy Fisk, all-American tennis athlete.

      Aurora leaned back in her seat, composed once again, and flicked a wrist at Alex. “By all means, Alex, enlighten the Norse god since you seem to know everything about me.”

      Mason took a deep breath, hoping he wasn’t turning as red as Aurora had.

      “Aye. He dated Aurora durin’ her rise. When she injured herself, he dumped her for a supermodel.”

      Mason glanced at Aurora who sat stiffly silent, the way an innocent person might listen to her acquittal. He knew some of the details, but it generated more empathy hearing it rather than reading it in a file.

      Alex, who had drained his wine glass, poured himself another and topped off Aurora’s glass.

      “’Course the press printed some rubbish about Aurora becoming temperamental and breakin’ Jimmy’s heart. Don’t get me wrong,” he winked at Mason, “she’s always been temperamental, but you can’t break a heart if there isn’t one there to begin with.”

      Aurora fidgeted with the wine glass in quiet contemplation.

      “So they printed absolute garbage?” Mason asked.

      “Yeah. Everybody on circuit knew the truth. ’Cause we all know Jimmy’s true nature. ’Course the public ate up a heartbroken all-American who ran into the arms of a Russian supermodel. Woe is Jimmy.”

      Aurora finally spoke, her voice filled with calm redemption. “Everyone knew the truth?”

      Alex shrugged.

      Mason drank his water, suddenly wishing he had wine. Perhaps wine would blunt the mix of emotions swirling through him. He felt sympathetic toward Aurora’s love loss, but not sorry she was single. He felt a rising urge to clobber Jimmy with his own tennis racquet the next time he saw him. As for Alex, Mason admired his nonchalant insightfulness.

      The salads arrived and conversation lightened, as the two bantered about tennis points and strategized their next match.

      Mason enjoyed watching the conversation flow and learning about tennis strategy. He mostly listened as they talked and ate their way through the main course. Aurora and Alex kept to just the one bottle of wine, reminding him how vastly different this job was from his last job.

      “Billy, we’re wrapping up dinner. Can I get an all clear on the exit route?”

      “Copy. Give me two minutes to finish the perimeter sweep ... Thor.”

      Shit. She’d heard the Norse god comment. He wasn’t going to hear the end of that.
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      Aurora looked to the sunny sky, trying to summon the strength and resolve to continue her match. She had pulled her hamstring. It had been just a twinge in the fourth round, but today the muscle clenched and refused to cooperate.

      Sprints to and from the net made her feel as though someone wrung the muscle like a dishrag. The pain inhibited her ability to cover the entirety of the court efficiently for her singles match.

      Wheels up, Aurora.

      Her wheels hardly rolled, much less lifted. She couldn’t cover the court in this singles game.

      Her opponent had recognized her weakness. She’d stopped trying to overpower Aurora and now ran her relentlessly—the cat playing with the mouse before sinking in her claws.

      Aurora wanted the quarterfinals win, but she was already down four to two in the second set.

      The Panama Canal is a forty-eight-mile-long man-made waterway. Construction began in 1881.

      The inevitability of a loss crushed her. A single tear snuck down her cheek as she brought her focus back to the court.

      It opened in 1914. Almost one million boats have passed through the canal since then.

      She bounced the ball and rocked back on her right leg.

      Sync.

      She took the racquet back for her serve and bent her knees. Her leg protested, taking her off balance just enough to cause the ball to smack the tape on the net and drop on her side of the court.

      On her second serve, her opponent strategically dropped the ball short. No problem. Momentum carried Aurora forward.

      She reached the ball, but her injured leg made it difficult to get low and under it. Without the maneuver, she couldn’t get the power she needed to put the ball past the other player. She hit the ball, trying to force topspin on it. Her opponent struck it back—a beautifully placed lob.

      On a good day, Aurora could have backpedaled to get it. On a great day, she could have overhead smashed it back to the other player. Today, with her muscle feeling like it slid down a cheese grater with every flexion and extension, she could do nothing more than watch the ball sail past her.

      The next several points went much the same. Aurora accepted the loss with a handshake over the net.

      The roar of the cheering crowd blurred into one relentless noise. Somewhere up there, in all that faceless cheering, her stalker could be smiling.

      Goodbye, French Open.

      She would never play singles on these red clay courts again.

      After packing up her bag, she held her head high and walked off the court. She didn’t stick around to watch her Swiss opponent revel in her earned victory. Every step pained her, but she refused to show either the crowd or the media weakness. She did not limp; she did not cry.

      Once off the court, Mason escorted her, taking the heavy tennis bag from her shoulder.

      He leaned in and spoke softly. “You’re injured. What can I do to help?”

      “Put one hand under my elbow and let me offload some weight, but make it appear as though you’re just escorting me.”

      He followed her request perfectly, leading her away from prying eyes and to the infirmary.

      Once inside with the doors closed, he helped her ease into a recliner. He set her bag next to her and tucked his sunglasses into his coat pocket.

      “Ice pack or heat pack?”

      She breathed out slowly as she settled in the chair. “Ice.”

      He rummaged around until he found a plastic bag and filled it from the ice machine.

      The cold sent a dull ache through her leg muscle and to the bone as she positioned the bag. “Thank you.”

      She closed her eyes, biting back bitter tears of defeat. She had wanted to win so badly.

      “Is it bad?” Mason asked.

      She opened her eyes and met his stormy blue gaze of concern.

      “No. It will heal. I’ll be better in time for the Birmingham Classic.”

      But the French Open singles title was gone forever.

      “Can I get Dr. Ruchkin? Do you need something for the pain?”

      “I don’t take pain medication. I don’t take steroid injections. I limit caffeine and wine. Zero artificial sugar. This body stays drug free.”

      Mason arched an eyebrow. “Except for those chalky protein shakes. What’s in those? Probably medical grade talc or something.”

      Aurora glared at him.

      Mason’s expression eased, seemingly relieved to see her distracted from the pain. Except, he didn’t understand that her pain was as much emotional from her defeat as it was physical from her leg.

      “It’s protein and vitamins. No drugs.”

      “Smells like there’s an entire bottle of vitamins in those things. It has to be ten thousand times the FDA recommended daily allowance.”

      “Three times,” she corrected him.

      He grinned.

      And there it was again, another rare moment when he let his guard down and she witnessed the real Mason Stone.

      Dr. Ruchkin entered and took in the two of them with a surprised look. “My apologies, I didn’t know I had a patient.”

      He smoothed his black cotton pants and straightened his button-down shirt.

      “I’m okay. I just needed a place to recuperate,” she said.

      Dr. Ruchkin’s gaze traveled from Mason to Aurora. His eyes roamed her body, seeming to assess it for injuries. “Hamstring,” he surmised. His gaze lingered a second too long on her leg, his expression calculating in a way that had nothing to do with compassion.

      “It’s just a strain.”

      He walked toward his medical cabinet. “I can give you⁠—”

      “Just ice,” both Aurora and Mason said in synchrony.

      She smiled at Mason, appreciating his attentiveness.

      “Da. Da,” Sasha Ruchkin said in surrender.

      “Five more minutes and I’ll be okay to leave,” she told them.

      Back to her hotel room to lick her wounds.

      Alone.

      Her French Open singles run was over even though stalker’s game wasn’t.
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        Paris. May 25th. Aurora Meridian crashed and burned on the red clay yesterday. Now halfway through this year’s tennis season, fans hold out little hope of seeing more competitive play from this once-favored American player. There is speculation she may have suffered an injury on the court, which has raised concern about her upcoming doubles matches.

        In a brief comment this morning she assured us, “Alex and I are a strong team, and you will certainly see us on the court tomorrow.” Can Rory and Prime rally to the finish line at Roland-Garros?
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      Aurora and Alex battled the French couple in mixed doubles. Their competition floated on the clay as if born from it. Aurora and Alex couldn’t force a ball past them. She and Alex weren’t making many mistakes, but it felt like they played four opponents instead of two.

      “Chin up. Serve us a win, a stor.” Alex smiled at her, but she couldn’t summon one in return.

      Aurora smoothed dirt from the baseline.

      A solar flare releases ten million times more energy than a volcano.

      She bounced the ball, watching it disrupt the spot of clay where it landed.

      Solar flares are nearly as hot as the sun.

      She shifted her weight to her right leg and brought her hands with her racquet and ball down to her thighs. Pain flickered down her hamstring, but she forced her leg to cooperate.

      Sync.

      She served an ace.

      Alex jogged back to her and gave her a fist bump. “That’s my girl.”

      He returned to the net.

      She wanted to absorb his enthusiasm and radiate just as he did. Forget prize money. She wanted to win for the win, but also for Alex. He deserved it. He called her his treasure, but, in truth, he was her treasure. He could have chosen a better, stronger, younger partner, but he’d stuck with her.

      Her next first serve banked just wide. She gritted her teeth and irritably wiped red clay from the backcourt line. Her second serve kicked high with spin. The woman returned it short. Aurora sprinted forward. As she neared the ball, she took her feet into a slide. Her racquet caught the ball just before the second bounce.

      The man crowded the net. Aurora had no place to go with the ball but at him, and she was too rushed to put any pace on it. With lightning speed he smashed the ball right back at her. It whizzed past her knee, and she couldn’t get her racquet on it.

      They lost the match on her serve. Despite the loss, Alex gave her a brief embrace.

      She frowned. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry. They fanned like little pixies all over the court. We couldn’t get the birdie past them. You still played great.”

      Somewhere up in the stands, someone whistled sharply, and her heart stuttered before she realized it was nothing. Just noise. Just an enthusiastic fan.

      Aurora and Alex shook hands with their opponents.

      As they left, they signed autographs. Before entering the corridors, they knocked the red clay off their shoes. She had the strange urge to keep the clay on her shoes and scrape it off later. She could put it in a tiny porcelain vase—her little keepsake of Roland-Garros.

      “We’ll get them at Wimbledon, a stor.” He winked at her.

      I don’t deserve you, Alex Rory.
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      Aurora sat at a lovely cafe, Le Cardinal, sipping tea and reading a crime novel. From her outdoor seat she could watch cars drive in circles on the Place de la Porte de Saint-Cloud.

      She could relax here in Paris and forget she’d lost at Roland- Garros. She had made it so far. The hamstring pull had been her doom. It would be better in a few short days, but Paris singles and mixed doubles were lost. A few more days in Paris relaxing would soothe her bruised ego.

      “Hello, Aurora.”

      Her world grew several shades darker as a shadow of past and present descended. She raised her sunglasses but already knew Jimmy Fisk intruded on her moment of tranquility. She knew his voice too well. She knew all of its many inflections from sweet to sour to unfeeling.

      Unfeeling had been his last tone. Unfeeling and unapologetic. He had to leave because of her—her mood swings, her unpredictable outbursts, her sudden injury, and fall into obscurity. He hadn’t listed the last one, but she had known it was a reason.

      The reason.

      Admittedly she’d had some outbursts and mood swings, but only because she knew he’d already left her. Physically he’d still been there, keeping appearances so the breakup wasn’t so obviously timed after her injury, but emotionally he’d already vanished. She felt certain he’d been dating supermodel Natasha Bodrov before he’d ended things with her, though it wouldn’t become public knowledge for another month.

      “Jimmy,” she said calmly, “how’s Natalie?”

      He looked like he might correct her but stopped himself.

      “She’s good,” he replied, a touch of sadness in his voice.

      For a brief moment, the old part of her who’d once wanted his approval was tempted to offer her a seat. The new, wiser version felt no such inclination.

      She resisted the urge to look over her shoulder for Mason. He’d been across the street a few minutes ago. He had to be close. Didn’t ex-boyfriends qualify as threats they needed to neutralize?

      Jimmy’s sandy brown hair was perfectly styled, matching his straight, white teeth. He wore blue jeans and a gray T-shirt. He looked like a movie star, and he played the role of doleful ex-boyfriend.

      Is that remorse?

      Surely, it wasn’t so simple that as her fame returned so would he. They had been apart for years. He must know she would see through such a ploy. Even here. Even in Paris.

      Loneliness may have been her main companion, but flashing his brown, puppy-dog eyes failed to make her forget he’d left her at the lowest point in her career and in her life.

      She wasn’t angry with him anymore. If anything, she recognized the value of his absence. If she’d had someone to lean on—a crutch—then she wouldn’t have relied on herself and learned the strength of her own independence.

      “I saw your first round match. You’re playing great. Very strong.”

      She forbade herself from gushing at his compliment.

      “Thanks, Jimmy. That means a lot coming from the eighth ranked male player.”

      Jimmy’s eyes fell to the empty chair beside her.

      Her heart galloped. She could not allow him to sit. Whatever his agenda was, it would serve only to distract her from the game.

      Mason appeared. His robotic sunglasses had vanished, and his hair was attractively tussled. He had removed his suit coat and unbuttoned the top two buttons of his dress shirt. He held his square jaw and shoulders in a relaxed pose. He looked good enough to eat.

      “Aurora,” he said, picking up a hand and kissing the back of it, “sorry I’m late.” He arranged his suit coat on the chair, took a seat, and snapped open a napkin.

      As zing of delight licked through her from his touch. She stared at him like he walked out of a dream, but she couldn’t help it.

      As he poured himself hot water from the teapot into an empty cup, he added, “Who’s your friend?”

      She felt her mouth quirk. Like he didn’t know.

      “Mason, Jimmy Fisk. Jimmy, Mason Stone.” Her eyes never left Mason’s face.

      Mason stuck out a friendly hand, and Jimmy shook it. Nothing in the appearance of Mason's grip suggested a show of force. He could undoubtedly tell by the hungry way Aurora stared at him that Jimmy didn’t need a show of force to feel second string.

      Mason smiled at Jimmy as he dipped a fresh tea bag into his steaming cup. “Of course, Jimmy Fisk, the tennis player. I’ve seen you on TV. The car commercial.” His voice stayed casual, and his demeanor was vastly different from any behavior Aurora had seen him previously display.

      Thus far he’d mostly waffled awkwardly between formal and frigid. His act at this moment was so convincing she thought Mason was the real movie star in this scene.

      She finally tore her gaze away from Mason to look at Jimmy who seemed to perk up at Mason’s feigned delayed recognition of him.

      Mason took Aurora’s hand in his as he continued speaking. “You’re married to that model, Nisha, right? Quite a catch.”

      Heat climbed through Aurora’s arm.

      “Natasha,” Jimmy corrected him, his voice falling an octave. “We’re just dating.”

      “Oh,” Mason said, his brow furrowing as though he felt genuinely disappointed. He took a sip of the tea, then replaced the cup in the saucer.

      “What do you do, Mason?”

      “Weapons specialist.”

      Jimmy raised his eyebrows.

      “Handguns, rifles, semi-automatics, automatics, bazookas, tanks, surface-to-air missiles. Basically anything that goes boom.”

      Jimmy gave a dry swallow.

      Aurora sucked in her cheeks to suppress a smile.

      “I’m sorry. Where are my manners? Would you like to join us?” Mason offered as he squeezed Aurora’s hand.

      The table only held two chairs, and those were occupied. Mason made no effort to get a third.

      Jimmy’s eyes flickered around the tables. “No, uh, thanks. I was just passing by.”

      “Have a good day,” Mason dismissed him, adding another smile.

      Jimmy nodded slowly. “Goodbye, Aurora.”

      “Bye, Jimmy.”

      He slunk away with a downtrodden spirit that incurred feelings of irritation in Aurora rather than pity.

      She turned to Mason in disbelief.

      He watched Jimmy go, already covering his gorgeous eyes with his unflattering sunglasses.

      “Thank you for that.” She seemed to break some type of spell with her words.

      Mason retracted his hand—a pity because it felt like it belonged in hers. He stood, straightening his starched white shirt.

      “You’re not going to finish your tea?” she asked.

      “No, ma’am. I needed to have a face-to-face interaction with Jimmy. I wanted to know if he was capable of writing those letters.”

      She turned her attention to the closed novel on the table and flicked at the edges of the pages irritably. Her cheeks burned with the humiliation of having thought for a moment he had come to her side because of her. To save her. To support her. And yet, she had to be grateful also with the way Billy has slunk away from them because of Mason.

      But the charade had just been an information-gathering session for him. Nothing more. And she wanted to keep the fantasy going.

      “I could have told you that,” she said. “He’s narcissistic but not psychotic.”

      Mason nodded in agreement, his calculating demeanor seemingly oblivious to the emotions surging through her.

      She rubbed at the spot on her hand, annoyed by the way the warmth of his touch seemed to linger there.

      Despite feeling like her cafe respite had been ruined, possibly by both men, she remained seated as Mason left, determined to finish her tea.

      

      Mason took his position back across the street. He’d given Aurora an out and gotten his read on Jimmy. So why did she look like he’d just yanked the chair out from under her?

      Dorian spoke into his earpiece. “Weapons specialist? Nice touch.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I think you scared him off for good.”

      “That was the intention.”

      “You also robbed her of any chance to confront her past and face her ex-boyfriend.”

      Mason looked in Dorian’s direction across the street and scowled. Aurora hadn’t looked like she braced herself to unleash pent-up animosity toward Jimmy. She had appeared in search of an exit, trying to find an escape route away from Jimmy.

      “She’s done with him. Any interaction would have served only to interrupt her relaxation. She needs to de-stress after tennis, not deal with that asshole.”

      If he’d wanted to completely spare her distraction, he could have stopped Jimmy from reaching Aurora’s table. Curiosity had prompted him to let the interaction run its course for a few minutes. Once he was sure Aurora remained stoutly uninterested in Jimmy romantically, he introduced himself to discern Jimmy’s character.

      “Sure you weren’t saving her from making another bad choice?”

      Mason grunted. Aurora wasn’t in danger of reconnecting with Jimmy Fiasco. “Did you see her expression? She wants nothing to do with him.”

      He thought about the hurt in her eyes just before he’d left. Maybe he had stepped in too fast. Maybe he’d protected her from a conversation she was finally strong enough to have. The thought sat wrong in his gut.

      “I saw her expression when she looked at you,” Dorian said mildly.

      Mason watched Aurora from a distance as she sipped her tea and read her book. She had stared at him hungrily, and it had felt thrilling. As thrilling as holding her hand.

      “She was surprised to see me in a different character, that’s all.”

      “Keep telling yourself that, Thor.”

      Dammit, Billy.

      She must have told Dorian the story. He had apparently been waiting to unleash it at the opportune time.

      “Guess that makes you Loki.”

      “I’ve been known to be a bit of a trickster. More of a chameleon than a shape shifter, though.”

      Billy spoke into their earpieces. “I’m here to relieve Mason. What’s all the com chatter?”

      “Nothing,” Mason answered.

      As soon as he made eye contact with Billy, he waved as he left the sidewalk.

      Across the street, Aurora lingered over her tea and book, unaware that two men in her life had just been weighed and measured. Jimmy Fisk, discarded.

      Her stalker, still unaccounted for.
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